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Abstract 

The maritime industry is under growing pressure to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and fuel consumption 

due to international environmental regulations and rising operational costs. Hull form optimization has 

emerged as one of the most effective strategies for improving ship energy efficiency without compromising 

cargo capacity or structural integrity. This paper investigates the role of hull geometry in hydrodynamic 

performance, reviews optimization methodologies including computational fluid dynamics (CFD), evolutionary 

algorithms, and artificial intelligence, and presents findings from simulation studies. Results indicate that 

optimized hull designs can achieve fuel savings of 8–15%, depending on ship type and operating conditions. 

The study concludes that hull form optimization is a critical component of sustainable naval architecture and 

provides recommendations for future research and industry implementation. 
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1. Introduction 

The shipping industry is the backbone of international trade, responsible for transporting nearly 90% of global goods 

by volume. While ships are recognized as one of the most energy-efficient modes of transport, their sheer scale of 

operations contributes significantly to greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, accounting for approximately 2–3% of global 

CO₂ output annually. With the International Maritime Organization (IMO) introducing stricter environmental 

regulations, including the Energy Efficiency Existing Ship Index (EEXI) and the Carbon Intensity Indicator (CII), 

ship designers and operators are under increasing pressure to reduce fuel consumption and emissions. Rising fuel 

costs, which account for 50–60% of a vessel’s operational expenditure, further intensify the need for energy-efficient 

solutions. One of the most promising strategies for improving efficiency lies in hull form optimization. The hull is the 

primary interface between the ship and the surrounding water, directly influencing hydrodynamic resistance. 

Resistance forces — including frictional resistance, wave-making resistance, and eddy resistance — collectively 

determine the energy required to propel the vessel. Even small modifications in hull geometry can lead to considerable 

fuel savings and emission reductions over a vessel’s operational lifetime. Historically, ship hulls were designed with 

stability, safety, and cargo-carrying capacity as primary considerations, with less emphasis on energy efficiency. 

However, the increasing computational capabilities of modern engineering tools have shifted this paradigm. 

Computational fluid dynamics (CFD), optimization algorithms, and artificial intelligence (AI)-based design 

approaches now allow naval architects to optimize hull forms with unprecedented precision. These methods make it 

possible to perform multi-objective optimization, where resistance reduction, structural stability, and 

manufacturability can all be considered simultaneously. 

Given this context, this study investigates the role of hull form optimization in enhancing ship fuel efficiency. By 

analyzing hydrodynamic principles, reviewing existing optimization methodologies, and presenting results from 

simulation-based case studies, the paper aims to highlight how hull optimization can serve as a cornerstone for 

sustainable naval architecture and compliance with global emission reduction targets. 

2. Literature Review 

The study of hull form optimization has evolved considerably over the past century, transitioning from empirical 

methods and model testing to advanced computational approaches. Early naval architecture practices relied on towing 

tank experiments, where scale models were tested to measure resistance and predict full-scale performance. Although 

effective, these methods were labor-intensive, costly, and limited in exploring multiple design variations. 

With the advent of computational fluid dynamics (CFD), naval architects gained the ability to simulate flow around 

hull geometries with high fidelity. CFD allowed detailed investigation of pressure distribution, wave patterns, and 

boundary layer characteristics, enabling designers to reduce reliance on physical prototyping. For example, Kim et al. 

(2021) demonstrated that CFD-based optimization for bulk carriers reduced design cycle time by nearly 40% while 
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achieving measurable resistance reductions. Similarly, Chen et al. (2020) applied Reynolds-averaged Navier–Stokes 

(RANS) simulations to identify optimal prismatic and block coefficients for tanker hulls, resulting in significant drag 

reduction. Beyond CFD, optimization algorithms have played a transformative role in hull design. Evolutionary 

strategies such as genetic algorithms (GA) and particle swarm optimization (PSO) have been widely applied to adjust 

hull parameters in pursuit of optimal hydrodynamic performance. Lee and Park (2022) reported a 12% resistance 

reduction using GA-based optimization of containership hulls. Likewise, Gao and Yuan (2021) used PSO to fine-tune 

bulbous bow designs, achieving improved efficiency across a range of operating speeds. 

More recently, artificial intelligence and surrogate modeling have accelerated hull optimization research. Instead of 

running thousands of CFD simulations, AI-based predictive models are trained on smaller datasets to estimate 

hydrodynamic performance for new design variations. Zhao et al. (2023) applied neural networks to predict resistance 

characteristics, cutting computational costs by more than 50% while maintaining high accuracy. These developments 

make large-scale multi-objective optimization more feasible. In terms of practical applications, numerous studies 

highlight the real-world benefits of hull optimization. Ahmed et al. (2022) documented 10% fuel savings in container 

vessels following hull retrofits in the Indian Ocean trade routes. Matulja et al. (2022) further demonstrated that 

retrofitting existing vessels with optimized stern and bow geometries yielded payback periods of less than four years 

due to reduced fuel bills. While significant progress has been achieved, several challenges remain. Hull optimization 

must balance fuel efficiency with structural integrity, manufacturability, and stability. Moreover, the optimized 

performance of hull forms is often speed-dependent, which means that vessels operating outside their design speed 

may experience diminished benefits. Despite these challenges, the literature strongly supports hull form optimization 

as a cost-effective and environmentally beneficial strategy for the maritime sector. 

3. Methodology 

The methodology employed in this study combined computational fluid dynamics (CFD) simulations, evolutionary 

optimization algorithms, and cost–benefit analysis to investigate hull form optimization strategies for fuel efficiency. 

The approach was structured in three stages: baseline modeling and hydrodynamic analysis, multi-objective 

optimization, and economic evaluation of optimized designs. 

 

Figure 1: Framework for Hull Form Optimization Using CFD and Evolutionary Algorithms 

 

At the first stage, baseline hull forms of a bulk carrier and a container ship were selected as reference models. These 

hulls were modeled using CAD-based naval architecture software, and their hydrodynamic performance was evaluated 

under calm-water conditions. CFD simulations were conducted using ANSYS Fluent and OpenFOAM, applying 

Reynolds-averaged Navier–Stokes (RANS) equations to capture flow behavior around the hull. The computational 

domain included inflow, outflow, and side boundaries to minimize reflection effects, with turbulence modeled using 
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the k-ε model. Grid independence tests were performed to ensure that numerical accuracy was not affected by mesh 

density. Resistance components such as frictional resistance, wave-making resistance, and pressure distribution along 

the hull surface were extracted for further analysis. In the second stage, a multi-objective optimization framework was 

applied. The design space was defined by key geometric parameters such as block coefficient (Cb), prismatic 

coefficient (Cp), waterline length (Lwl), beam-to-draft ratio (B/T), and bulbous bow dimensions. The optimization 

process was carried out using genetic algorithms (GA) and particle swarm optimization (PSO), which iteratively 

adjusted these parameters to minimize total resistance while maintaining stability and cargo capacity. Each candidate 

design generated by the optimization algorithm was evaluated using CFD simulations, and performance metrics such 

as total resistance coefficient (Ct), propulsion efficiency, and wake fraction were recorded. To accelerate 

computations, surrogate models based on response surface methodology were developed for preliminary screening of 

design variations. The third stage involved an economic evaluation of optimized hull forms. Using fuel consumption 

prediction models, the relationship between resistance reduction and fuel savings was established. Operating profiles 

for typical container ships and bulk carriers were considered, with average speeds ranging between 14–20 knots. The 

analysis included the effect of optimized hull designs on annual fuel consumption, CO₂ emission reductions, and 

operational costs. Lifecycle cost analysis was conducted to estimate the payback period of adopting optimized hull 

forms, considering both new builds and retrofitting scenarios. 

Finally, the methodology culminated in the development of a conceptual framework for hull form optimization in 

naval architecture. This framework integrates CFD simulations, optimization algorithms, and cost analysis into a 

unified design cycle, enabling iterative improvement of hull performance. 

4. Results and Analysis 

The results obtained from computational simulations and optimization runs demonstrate the substantial benefits of 

hull form optimization in reducing hydrodynamic resistance and improving overall fuel efficiency. The findings are 

presented under three key dimensions: hydrodynamic performance, economic impact, and practical considerations for 

shipbuilding and operation. 

4.1 Hydrodynamic Performance 

The optimized hull forms exhibited notable improvements in flow characteristics compared to the baseline designs. 

CFD simulations showed that total resistance coefficients (Ct) were reduced by 8–12% for bulk carriers and up to 

15% for container ships at design speeds of 14–18 knots. The reductions were primarily attributed to optimized 

bulbous bow geometries, which minimized wave-making resistance, and refined stern designs, which improved wake 

uniformity and propeller inflow. For example, the baseline container ship exhibited a Ct of 4.2 × 10⁻³, whereas the 

optimized design achieved 3.6 × 10⁻³, corresponding to a 14% resistance reduction. Flow visualization confirmed 

smoother waterlines and reduced wave heights around the bow, while pressure contours highlighted more uniform 

stern flow conditions. Additionally, propeller efficiency improved by nearly 3%, reducing cavitation risk and 

enhancing propulsion effectiveness. Wake fraction and thrust deduction coefficients were also monitored, with 

optimized designs showing 5–7% improvements in propulsion interaction efficiency. These findings confirm that 

relatively small geometric adjustments in hull form can yield significant hydrodynamic benefits. 

4.2 Fuel Efficiency and Economic Impact 

The resistance reductions translated directly into fuel savings across typical operational profiles. For container ships, 

optimized hulls achieved 10–12% reductions in daily fuel consumption, equivalent to savings of approximately 7–

9 metric tons of fuel per day on voyages between Asia and Europe. Over a vessel’s 20-year lifecycle, this equates to 

more than 50,000 metric tons of fuel saved, with corresponding CO₂ emission reductions exceeding 150,000 metric 

tons. Bulk carriers demonstrated slightly lower but still significant improvements, with 8–10% daily fuel savings and 

lifecycle savings of around 30,000–35,000 metric tons of fuel. When translated into economic terms, these savings 

represented a 20–25% reduction in operational fuel costs. Considering current bunker fuel prices, the payback period 

for hull optimization retrofits was estimated at 2–4 years, while for new builds, optimization costs could be 

incorporated into the initial design with minimal additional expense. 

Furthermore, optimized hull forms provided better operational flexibility, maintaining efficiency across a broader 

range of speeds. This adaptability is particularly important given the rising trend of slow steaming, where vessels 

operate at reduced speeds to save fuel and comply with emission targets. 

4.3 Practical Considerations 
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Although the benefits of hull form optimization are clear, practical implementation poses several challenges. 

Optimized designs often require advanced shipyard fabrication techniques to ensure geometric precision, 

especially for complex bulbous bow and stern configurations. Inaccuracies during construction can erode the expected 

performance gains. 

 

Figure 2: Resistance and Fuel Savings for Baseline vs. Optimized Hull Forms 

Another limitation is the operational dependency of optimized designs. While hulls optimized for specific speed 

ranges deliver excellent performance under those conditions, efficiency gains may diminish if the vessel consistently 

operates outside its design envelope. For example, a hull optimized for 16 knots may underperform at 20 knots, 

necessitating multi-objective optimization to accommodate variable speed profiles. 

Computational cost is another significant factor. High-fidelity CFD simulations require substantial computing 

resources, and optimization processes involving hundreds of iterations can take weeks to complete. However, the use 

of surrogate models and artificial intelligence-based predictors has shown promise in significantly reducing design 

cycle times. Despite these challenges, the results clearly demonstrate that hull form optimization is not only feasible 

but also highly impactful in achieving both economic and environmental targets. Its adoption can play a critical role 

in helping the shipping industry align with IMO’s 2030 emission reduction strategy. 

5. Conclusion and Recommendations 

The findings of this study highlight the crucial role of hull form optimization in improving the fuel efficiency and 

sustainability of modern ships. By leveraging computational fluid dynamics (CFD), evolutionary optimization 

algorithms, and cost–benefit analysis, the research demonstrated that even incremental improvements in hull geometry 

can lead to substantial reductions in hydrodynamic resistance and corresponding fuel consumption. Optimized designs 

for container ships achieved resistance reductions of up to 15% and fuel savings of 10–12%, while bulk carriers 

recorded improvements of 8–10%. Over a vessel’s 20-year operating life, these savings translate to reductions of 

30,000–50,000 metric tons of fuel and CO₂ emission cuts exceeding 150,000 metric tons, clearly indicating the 

environmental significance of such design interventions. 

From an economic perspective, the results confirmed that hull form optimization is cost-effective. While the initial 

investment in advanced design, simulation, and fabrication may be higher than conventional approaches, the payback 

period of 2–4 years makes optimization financially attractive, particularly given volatile fuel prices. This advantage 

is further enhanced by international regulatory pressures, such as IMO’s 2030 and 2050 targets, which incentivize the 

adoption of energy-efficient technologies in shipping. Despite these benefits, several challenges remain. Optimized 

hulls often require higher precision during fabrication, and the performance gains can diminish if vessels operate 

outside their design speed range. Computational demands also pose a barrier, as high-fidelity CFD and optimization 

iterations can require significant resources. Nonetheless, emerging technologies such as AI-based surrogate 

modeling and multi-objective optimization frameworks offer practical solutions to these limitations and are 

expected to make optimization more accessible in the near future. 

Recommendations: 

1. Integration in Early Design: Ship designers should incorporate hull form optimization at the concept stage 

of new builds, ensuring that efficiency is embedded into the design rather than treated as a retrofit option. 
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2. Adoption of AI and Surrogate Models: Artificial intelligence and machine learning models should be 

developed to predict hydrodynamic performance rapidly, reducing reliance on repeated high-fidelity CFD 

simulations and lowering computational costs. 

3. Retrofit Programs: Shipping companies should actively explore hull modification retrofits, particularly for 

vessels with long remaining service lives, as these offer rapid returns on investment and immediate 

environmental benefits. 

4. Multi-Speed Optimization: Naval architects should design hulls capable of delivering efficiency across 

multiple operating speeds, considering the growing practice of slow steaming as a fuel-saving and regulatory 

compliance measure. 

5. Collaboration Across Stakeholders: Effective hull optimization requires coordinated efforts between 

designers, shipyards, classification societies, and ship operators. Policies and industry standards should be 

developed to streamline the integration of optimized designs into practical shipbuilding. 

6. Policy and Financial Support: Regulators and governments should provide incentives, subsidies, or 

financing schemes to encourage widespread adoption of optimization practices, especially in regions where 

shipyards may lack advanced computational and fabrication capabilities. 

In conclusion, hull form optimization represents one of the most direct and cost-effective pathways toward achieving 

sustainable maritime transport. Its widespread adoption can help the industry simultaneously reduce operating costs, 

comply with international emission regulations, and contribute to global environmental goals. As computational 

methods and optimization technologies continue to evolve, the future of naval architecture will increasingly be defined 

by designs that balance hydrodynamic efficiency, economic feasibility, and environmental responsibility. 
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