
Overall, Africa’s economic performance has
improved markedly over the past decade,
with the continent experiencing an annual
rate of GDP growth above 5 percent for the
period 2001–2008. However, as a result of
the global financial crisis, the projected GDP
growth for Africa decreased to 2.0 percent
for 2009 (1.1 percent for Sub-Saharan
Africa), although there are improved projec-
tions for 2010, with forecasts of 4.1 percent
for both Africa and Sub-Saharan Africa
(SSA).1 In terms of its trading position,
Africa’s share of world trade has shown a
slight improvement in recent years, rising
from 2.85 percent in 2006 to 3.41 percent in
2008.

Many of the slowest-growing economies
in Africa are “fragile states” that are either
engaged in conflict or have recently
emerged from conflict, which seriously
affects their ability to engage in the world
trading system and grow their economies.
Geography too plays a major role in shaping
the economic fortunes of African countries.
Fifteen are landlocked countries (LLCs),
making them both physically and econom-
ically more remote from major world
markets. All these factors contribute to the
much higher trade costs for Africa, as shown
in Figure 1.

In a world where outsourcing is increas-
ing rapidly, high trade costs represent a

formidable handicap, isolating countries and
preventing them from reaping the benefits
of globalization, as their exports become
less competitive and their imports more
expensive. The worldwide reduction in
barriers to trade has facilitated exports for
many countries; however for developing
countries, international transport costs often
prove to be far greater impediments to trade
than the tariffs they face in developed
countries. These freight costs contribute
significantly to overall high trade costs for
the continent and constrain growth in trade
volumes.

If one looks at the factors influencing
transport costs, one major element is Africa’s
extensive infrastructure deficit. A recent
World Bank report (World Bank, 2009)
concludes that poor transport infrastructure,
including inefficient functioning of ports,
represents a major bottleneck to sustainable
growth. In SSA, a financing gap estimated at
around 5 percent of GDP needs to be
bridged in order to overhaul the infra-
structure sector. Because the capital invest-
ments for hard infrastructure are so high, the
report estimates that US$31 billion per
annum will be needed to close SSA’s
infrastructure gap (World Bank, 2009: 15). 

Seaborne transshipment is the main
mode of transport for international trade,
accounting for about 80 percent of the total
global volume. The maritime nexus is
particularly important for African countries
that specialize in low-value goods, which

1 AfDB, OECD, UNECA, African Economic
Outlook, 2009.
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are rarely transported by air. Improving
logistics to reduce trade costs is thus
essential for African countries to improve
their competitiveness, and since the bulk of
African trade is extra-continental and transits
through ports, maritime costs are crucial.
Improving efficiency in ports is one way to
reduce these costs. 

This report analyzes these problems —
and draws the implications for the African
Development Bank’s activities in the
transport sector — with a particular focus on
ports and the maritime sector. Chapter 1
gives an overview of Africa’s trade, its
policies, and the policy barriers African

exports face in destination markets. The
chapter also draws on relevant international
experience to situate Africa’s trade costs
within the broader international context.
Chapter 2 describes the “hard” infrastructure
characteristics of a seaport and deals with the
capacity and efficiency of African seaports,
establishing the reasons for their generally
poor performance. The chapter also reviews
recent investments for rehabilitation and
expansion of port physical infrastructure
across the continent. Chapter 3 focuses on
the need for a robust institutional and
regulatory framework (“soft” infrastructure),
which is also needed to improve a port’s
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Figure 1: Freight costs as a percentage of import value

Source: UNCTAD (2007). All modes of transport. Estimates based on cif/fob comparisons on bilateral trade data.
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efficiency and to improve the business-
enabling environment and attract private
sector investment. Chapter 4 focuses on the
quality of connectivity in Africa through
transport networks. It analyzes the state of
road, railroad, and inland waterways that link
centers of production and markets. The
importance of trade corridors to improve
regional integration, particularly for land-
locked countries, is examined. Trade
facilitation measures to boost intra-African
trade are also explored. Chapter 5 draws on
the key findings from previous chapters to
assess the activities that the African
Development Bank has undertaken in the
infrastructure sector, and more specifically in
the areas of ports and related logistics. The
chapter then draws some key recom-
mendations for future Bank interventions in
the port sector.

Finally, Chapter 6 draws on key lessons
from the preceding chapters to point the
way forward toward the development of
regional port hubs in Africa. It highlights the
basic necessities for African ports to become
regional hub ports and examines the
potential of their attaining this status. It also
draws attention to the investment
opportunities available for private sector
participation in the development and
modernization of African ports. The chapter
then discusses possible areas of intervention
on the part of IFIs, to assist African countries
in the port development process.

A key premise of this report is that ports
lie at the heart of the logistics supply 
chain, linking African countries to their 
trade partners (Figure 2). The infrastructure
characteristics include: (i) physical or 
“hard” infrastructure; (ii) regulatory or “soft”
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Figure 2: Ports at the heart of the logistics supply chain
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infrastructure. Taken together, these
elements largely determine a country’s
competitiveness. Because of the importance
of connectivity in the trade logistics supply
chain, overall trade costs are largely deter-
mined by the weakest link in the chain. This
fact is acknowledged by the African
Development Bank in its selection of
projects in the transport sector. Good
connectivity to the hinterland is recognized
as a major factor in port development; it
contributes to reducing freight costs, and
boosts trade and economic growth.

Key Findings and Recommendations

The report’s key findings and recommenda-
tions are outlined below.

Despite increased South–South trade,
Africa cannot fully exploit this new
opportunity without improvements in
port infrastructure to accommodate the
increasing containerization of trade. 

Currently, 30 percent of Africa’s trade is with
Asia, which has become as important as its
traditional trading partners, the European
Union (EU) and the United States (US). In
particular, the volume of trade between
China and Africa has grown, exceeding US$
100 billion in 2008. This was an increase of
around 45 percent since 2007 and a tenfold
increase since 2001.2 The share of manu-
factured goods in developing countries’
merchandise trade has increased from 20
percent to 80 percent over the past two
decades. It is these goods that are largely
shipped in containers and which require
state-of-the-art port infrastructure. Given

that China (and Asia more generally)
imports raw materials and exports manu-
factures — which is the opposite trade
pattern to African countries — comple-
mentarities between the two regions are
great and the scope for an expansion of
trade is strong. However, this trade cannot
sustain growth if the logistics, especially the
maritime nexus, which is currently under
stress with bottlenecks in many African
countries, is not improved. 

Intra-African trade has also grown, but at
a slower pace, for a number of reasons.
Among them, the lack of complementarities
among African countries is well-known.
Trade barriers other than tariffs, such as
rules of origin that accompany Free Trade
Areas (FTAs) as well as a host of behind-the-
border measures, may also act as obstacles
to the free flow of goods. However, this
report also highlights the role that high trade
costs play in curbing growth in trade
volumes.

Supply-side constraints, many relating
to a rising gap in trade costs relative to
other global regions, account for
Africa’s trade performance. 

Many African countries have reacted to the
adverse conditions they face in the World
Trading System (landlockedness, poor
overall connectivity to major maritime
routes) by reducing policy-imposed barriers
to trade that contribute significantly to high
trade costs. Consequently, the overall trade
restrictiveness caused by all trade measures
(tariffs and Non Tariff Measures [NTMs]) is
average among developing regions; further-
more African exports face lower-than-
average market access barriers in destination
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regions. Yet, contrary to other regions, the
average distance of trade for Africa has been
falling over the past 40 years, whereas it has
been rising elsewhere. This pattern is
broadly consistent with a relative deteriora-
tion in trade costs for Africa which is related
to high transport and transport-related costs. 

Of the supply-side constraints impeding
trade expansion, trade costs are a
crucial component. Trade facilitation
measures (including those at the
regional level) are key to reducing trade
costs, while improvements in port
efficiency exert a strong positive effect
on trade volumes.

Trade costs have been shown to be greater
than the costs associated with trade barriers,
which represent a major source of market
failure, especially for low-income countries.
One way to lower these costs is to foster
cooperation at the regional level, to build
business contacts among neighboring
countries. Regionally organized trade sup-
port institutions, which are now beginning
to emerge throughout the continent, can
help to identify and disseminate relevant
information.

Several other trade facilitation measures
(which are classified as “soft” infrastructure)
can help to streamline the three phases of
the logistics trade chain: the buying process,
the shipping process (including ordering and
preparation), and the payment process.
Trade facilitation measures in these areas
include: simplification of trade procedures
and documentation, harmonization of trade
practices and rules, improvements in the
transparency of information and pro-
cedures, and recourse to new technologies

promoting international trade (and trans-
action security).

However, because of the nature of the
goods transported, for low-income African
countries, upgrading hard infrastructure is
the principal bottleneck. This is substant-
iated not only by the data on congestion in
many African ports reported in Chapter 2,
but also by the large delays in ports and
along the land infrastructure due to the
deficiencies in the “soft” infrastructure (e.g.
road blocks and excessive red tape).

With respect to maritime transport costs,
estimates derived from databases on
standard-sized 20-ft Equivalent Unit (TEU)
containers reveal two major factors contri-
buting to increased freight costs: long
distances and long delays in ports (one day
less in shipping time to the US is equivalent
to a 0.8 percent reduction in tariffs). After
controlling for related factors, the elimina-
tion of market power (prevalent in African
ports where competition among shipping
companies is low) could increase trade
volumes substantially. Controlling for a host
of factors that contribute to maritime freight
costs, recent large sample estimates suggest
that a 10 percent increase in port efficiency
would increase country-pair trade by 3
percent. 

African transport infrastructure net-
works (including ports) are caught in a
vicious circle resulting in poor quality
infrastructure, low trade volumes, and
low investment in hard infrastructure,
especially for infrastructure connecting
ports to markets (Figure 3). Measures of
port efficiency throughout Africa are
low on a comparative basis, but in line
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with per capita income levels, suggest-
ing a reciprocal causality between
efficiency levels and per capita incomes. 

Transport infrastructure networks in Africa
are weak whether it is ports or the infra-
structure that connects ports to the markets
(roads, railroads, and inland waterways). This
reflects two specific features of the African
demographic landscape. First, the geographic
conditions and the low population density
across the continent contribute to the small
scale of ports and the low density of the
infrastructure linking ports to markets. The
low population density also explains the lack
of industrial development, as it is often
cheaper to supply the sparse African
population with goods imported from abroad,
in spite of high transport costs (Figure 3). 

A low level of hinterland and inter-
regional trade is one factor underlying the
poor level of investments (including main-
tenance) in infrastructures like ports, roads

and railroads, which carry high fixed costs.
The dilapidated condition of much of the
infrastructure results in high rehabilitation
costs. Moreover, the substandard state of the
infrastructure network results in delays, the
slow movement of goods, and high main-
tenance costs. As shown in Figure 3, all of
these characteristics contribute to high trade
costs, which in turn lead to a low volume of
trade and low per capita income. Yet, in a
number of countries, the asset value of
infrastructure in terms of GDP is high
relative to the continent’s income and hence
its ability to pay for maintenance (World
Bank, 2009). This is reflected in the close
correlation between several indices of the
efficiency of infrastructure and per capita
income shown in the report. 

African ports are small and often
congested, while fleets visiting African
ports are old. As a response, many
African countries are investing in port
infrastructure, often with the participa-
tion of major international container
operators.

The African port situation is characterized by
a large number of small ports, each with a
capacity below 1 million TEUs, which is low
by world standards. As shown in Figure 4,
container traffic capacity is low, with only two
African ports (Port Saïd and Durban) in the
global top 50 league. The report’s detailed
review of ports by subregion suggests
widespread capacity shortages across Africa,
particularly in West and Central Africa. The
report identifies several areas where
improvements are urgently needed: (i) better
subregional distribution of port facilities,
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Figure 3: The vicious circle of African
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particularly on the west and east coasts; (ii)
increases in capacity via the rehabilitation,
upgrading and construction of improved port
infrastructure such as bigger berths to
accommodate large container ships; (iii)
better land access to road and rail networks to
reduce congestion.

A positive development is that many
African countries are investing heavily in
port infrastructure to meet growing demand
and improve port performance. This process
has been spurred by the awarding of
concessions to private sector operators. This

is an approach that has been supported by
the AfDB during the past several years.

Around the world, the port sector has
been under pressure to contribute to a
lowering of trade costs along the
logistics chain. With a lag, significant
progress in port reform has also taken
place across Africa, but it has been
uneven. Africa is shifting toward the
landlord port management structure,
which involves both the private and
public sectors. 
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Figure 4: Container traffic capacity in Africa (TEU mn) and world ranking of selected ports

Source: Containerisation International Yearbook, 2009.
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Transport costs have become a much more
significant factor in overall trade costs
following the reduction in government-
related transaction costs. This has put
pressure on the port subsector, which is a
key component in the logistics chain. The
port subsector has gone through significant
changes at the global level. One of the most
notable reforms is deregulation, which has
led to greater competition and a reduction in
market power by a few major transport
operators. 

As a result of the decentralization
process, a number of new ports have
emerged in Africa, which has increased
competition between ports at subregional
and national levels. Moreover, competition
for the port market has intensified as private
operators seek to win concessions. On the
shipping side, the explosion of maritime
services has led to the dismantlement of the
liner conferences (which allowed com-
panies to quote a single price on a route),
which divided up the market with little or no
competition. Finally, greater competition
across different modes of transport has put
pressure on the port subsector. If these
reforms have contributed to improvements
in efficiency and a reduction in the cost of
maritime services, the results have been
uneven, varying across subregions and
countries, according to the institutional
environment.

Despite these institutional reforms, many
countries have not yet adopted global “best
practice” methods, resulting in a great
disparity across several measures of port
efficiency (e.g. port costs and port transit
delays). To give an example, in North Africa,
the average port cost for a 20-ft container is:

Euro 370 in Casablanca, Euro 210 in Rades-
Tunis, and Euro 70 in Alexandria. On the
other hand, average port transit delays total
15 days in Alexandria, but only 9 days in
Casablanca and Tunis. The report underlines
that in an environment where competition
across ports and across modes of transport is
increasing, it is important for port regulators
to have autonomy when carrying out
regulatory functions. Outside of South
Africa, there is little evidence of the
independent regulation of ports. 

The standard reform package for the
infrastructure sectors calls for market
restructuring through divestiture, increased
private sector involvement, and the
establishment of independent regulators.
This package has been applied in several
African countries to the port subsector as
well as to the other infrastructure subsectors
(utilities, water, roads, railroads, and air-
ports). The expected results from imple-
menting this package of reforms are
enhanced competition and increased
efficiency. However, as shown in Figure 5,
according to information provided by
shippers, Africa still lags other regions in
terms of efficiency indicators for the trade
logistics chain (ports, roads, railroads, and
airports). 

The regional averages in Figure 5 ranked
in descending order indicate a strong
correlation across regions for each indicator.
While North Africa ranks fourth, close
behind the East Asia and Pacific region,
Africa as a region ranks last, particularly for
the landlocked countries in SSA. 

A similar pattern emerges from Figure 6,
which shows that in 2008, North Africa was
the best performing subregion in the
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continent for cross-border trade fluidity
indicators. For example, in Morocco in 2008
it took about 14 days for exports to clear
customs procedures and 19 days for
imports, compared to the Central African
Republic’s record of 57 days for exports and
66 days for imports. However, more recent
data indicate that in 2008–2009, 14 Sub-
Saharan African countries were rated as
“most active” in the World Bank’s global
Doing Business league for cross-border trade
policy reforms. This was in part due to

enhanced donor support for aid-for-trade
initiatives (World Bank, 2010).

The report gives many examples of
improvements as a result of institutional
reforms. For example, Ghana, Mozambique,
and Uganda reduced average processing
time through customs from several weeks to
only a few days and North African countries
are making serious efforts to reform their
customs systems in conformity with the
Kyoto Convention and the agreements on
international transport. However, a key
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Figure 5: Quality of infrastructure across regions

Source: Portugal-Perez and Wilson (2009, table 2). Data are taken from the indicators in the World Economic Forum

Global Competitiveness Report 2008–2009 and the aggregate infrastructure index is constructed by factor analysis.

Notes: Regions ranked by decreasing quality of overall infrastructure. The infrastructure indicator is a simple average

of the 4 subindicators in the figure. The maximum value taken by the index is unity.
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unresolved issue is how successful a
regulatory reform can be in an environment
with weak governance at the sectoral level. 

Landlocked countries are strongly
handicapped. Transit and trade cor-
ridors to improve connectivity deserve
further development. Trade facilitation
measures at the national, regional, and
international levels are needed to
relieve the plight of landlocked
countries. 

Africa is the continent with the highest
concentration of Landlocked Developing
Countries (LLDCs), 15 in total. All estimates
show significantly higher trade costs for
LLDCs. Estimates for a standard 20-ft con-
tainer show that the median landlocked
country’s transport costs are 46 percent higher
than the equivalent costs for a median coastal
economy. Moreover, distance explains only
10 percent of the change in the transport costs
between coastal and landlocked countries.
Poor road infrastructure represents 40 percent
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Figure 6: Cross-border trade fluidity indicators, per TEU container

Source: Time, number of documents, and costs computed from World Bank Doing Business data (2008). 

Note: To ensure comparability across countries, these figures represent the official fees levied on a dry-cargo, 20-ft,

full container load expressed in US dollars and associated with completing the procedures to export or import the

goods. Costs include the costs of documents, administrative fees for customs clearance and technical control,

terminal handling charges, and inland transport, and exclude tariffs as well as other trade-related taxes. 
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of the transport costs for coastal countries and
60 percent for landlocked countries. 

These estimates are corroborated by
other findings collected for this report,
including the freight charges from different
global countries to Rotterdam (Figure 7), as
posted on the Internet in 2008 by Maersk, a
global shipper. Being landlocked imposes a
large premium on overall freight costs, for

shipping a standard 20-ft container carrying
textiles. LLDCs pay large premia above ocean
freight costs. It costs about twice as much to
ship a textile container from Bamako or
Kampala than from Montevideo, and only a
small portion in the overall difference in costs
is accounted for by ocean freight costs. 

The most promising approach to
improve landlocked countries’ access to

Executive Summary xxxi

Figure 7: Transport costs from selected cities to a European port (Rotterdam)
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global markets is via transport corridors.
This approach is gaining momentum and
most of the transport sector strategy in Africa
is based on the development of such
corridors. Success depends heavily on
regional infrastructure, linkages to ports,
and improvements in transit logistics, as
emphasized in the Almaty Program of
Action. For example, the development of
one-stop-border-posts (OSBPs) examined 
in the report are very promising. Full
implementation would help LLDCs to obtain
freedom of transit enshrined in the GATT
Article V (“Freedom of Transit”). At the same
time, the successful implementation of
OSBPs necessitates “deep” cooperation at
the regional level, which in turn requires the
delegation of national authority to a supra-
national body at the regional level. 

Harmonization of safety (and other)
regulations at the regional level is another
area that would help all African countries,
particularly the LLDCs. One important
example is road safety, which is a major
concern in Africa. The report examines
several areas where harmonization would
yield high-benefit cost ratios. These include
harmonizing regulations relating to axle loads
and road transit charges. Using a regional
carrier’s license that would allow vehicles to
operate with one license, and using regional
third-party vehicle insurance schemes would
also reduce transport costs substantially. 

The Bank considers the lack of adequate
infrastructure, particularly in the trans-
port infrastructure, as a key constraint
to the growth momentum in Africa. This
African Development Report 2010
highlights an opportunity for the Bank

to strengthen the transport sector, and
ports in particular, through public and
private sector instruments in both
“hard” as well as “soft” infrastructure. To
ensure maximum development impact
in these Bank transactions, a strong
policy framework is necessary.

In 2008, the African Development Bank
Group’s total approvals for the infrastructure
sector amounted to US$ 2.17 billion,
representing 45 percent of its total com-
mitments for the year. This reflects the
Bank’s prioritization of infrastructure as a
strategic area of focus, as outlined in its
Medium-Term Strategy 2008 –2012. In
respect to the ports subsector, between 1973
and 1997, the Bank embarked on 27 public
sector operations and the results were
positive.3 However, after 2000 public
investments in maritime transport declined.
Since that time, Bank activities in ports have
been supported by private sector instru-
ments, in countries such as Senegal,
Djibouti, and Egypt in order to support the
private concession approach. 

Going forward, given the enormous
challenges presented in this report in terms of
hard infrastructure requirements in African
ports and other modes of transport into the
hinterland (such as rail, road, and
waterways), a large injection of public and
private investment is required. In 2008, the
Bank Group contributed US$ 393.94 million
of its own funds to cofinance projects in the
transport subsector, and mobilized a further
US$ 114.41 million from external partners and
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3 AfDB, 2001 Review of Bank Group Operations in
the Maritime Subsector.
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private sector institutions, with another US$
243.62 million of funding from governments
and local firms. The Bank should continue in
this role of catalyzing investments from other
major investment partners and development
agencies. It should leverage all the
instruments at its disposal to strengthen its
key partnerships and scale up funding for
infrastructure across the continent.

Further, investments in soft infrastructure,
such as strong regulatory frameworks and
institutions (i.e. customs) are critical to
facilitate the movement of goods from ports
to the hinterland. To support these
operations, a revised policy framework in
maritime transport and related areas is
needed to guide the prioritization process and
to improve the quality at entry of investments.

Finally, going forward, as many African
governments and port authorities engage
in ways to strengthen their overall port
capacity and transshipment functions
toward becoming regional hub ports, it
must be underscored that investing in
port capacity alone will not turn a port
into a regional hub. 

Consideration must be given to having a
strategic location, adequate water depth, and
the facilities and performance to ensure low
handling costs. These enjoin governments to
decide how best to foster and finance
integrated port and transport facilities and
associated land uses. In addition, building a
conducive environment for port hubs entails
determining how best to develop state-of-the-
art ports, equipped with appropriate
technologies and management skills. This
should involve the international private
sector, particularly in the container terminal

business. As African governments pursue
these strategies for improving ports in Africa,
they can be supported by IFIs, such as the
African Development Bank, through
facilitating private sector participation as well
as providing finance for port development. 
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