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WHAt Are tHese MAPs teLLING Us?
More than 300 million Africans, about 30 percent of the 
total population, live more than one day away from the near-
est port� Even when ports lie within a few hundred miles, 
typically sparse road networks, poor maintenance, and lim-
ited transportation infrastructure translate into high access 
costs� The larger map illustrates cost-of-travel accessibility to 
63 major African ports, based on port type, size, and capac-
ity in terms of the estimated total number of hours, both off 
and on the road network, required to travel from any loca-
tion in Africa to the nearest port� The populations, traders, 
and haulage operations of countries such as South Africa 
and Egypt that maintain more and better ports as well as 
better transportation infrastructure have significantly bet-
ter port access than those in landlocked countries such as 
Chad and South Sudan or large countries such as Democratic 
Republic of the Congo where infrastructure is limited� The 
travel time analysis underpinning the map is further sum-
marized in Map 2, which shows portsheds� A portshed is a 
port’s catchment area� Each portshed includes all the loca-
tions that are closer to a given port in terms of travel time 
than to any other port� Ports with large catchment areas, 
such as Mombasa in Kenya, have few competing ports and 
are connected to more extensive road networks� Ideally 
each port should be endowed with transportation corridors, 
infrastructure, and port facilities that maximize the trading 
opportunities within its specific portshed�

WHY Is tHIs IMPortANt?
Seaports play a significant role in enabling both export oppor-
tunities for agricultural products and import potential for 
new technologies and production inputs� Indeed, more than 
90 percent of the international trade in African countries is 
conducted using maritime transport� Most African countries 
import vital agricultural inputs such as fertilizers, seeds, pesti- 
cides, and herbicides� Crops (especially cash crops) and live-
stock products (including skins and hides and, in the Horn of 
Africa, live animals) are primary agricultural exports� Map 1, 
showing travel time, provides a picture of how isolated many 
Africans are from such import and export hubs that could 
connect them with world markets and expand their earning 
potential� This information is valuable to policymakers and 
investors, both public and private� It allows them to identify 

intervention priorities that will, assuming sufficient competi-
tion in the transportation sector, reduce transaction costs and 
increase the capacity and efficiency of transportation systems� 
This ultimately improves production incentives for farmers 
and raises farm-level productivity and profitability by lower-
ing input costs and increasing output prices�

WHAt ABoUt tHe UNderLYING dAtA?
Travel time was estimated using a combination of spatial 
data layers and variables that influence accessibility, includ-
ing elevation, slope, land cover, the road network, road types, 
rivers, borders, and major bodies of water� Esri’s ArcGIS 
Spatial Analyst was used to develop spatial indicators of 
travel time to 63 major ports in Africa, which were selected 
based on port size and regional distribution (Table 1)� The 
continent was then divided into portsheds, each defining 
the area associated with the closest corresponding port� 
The closest port was determined by estimating the lowest 
accumulated travel time (or cost) from a geographic loca-
tion to the port� Using this approach, port A is the closest 
port for any geographic location within portshed A�

WHere cAN I LeArN More?

Portshed data: http://bit�ly/1eRgKkI

World Port Source: www�worldportsource�com

TABLE 1 Distribution of major African ports by region 
and size

REGION
PORT SIZE

TOTAL
Large Medium Small

Eastern Africa 1 7 6 14

Middle Africa - 4 4 8

Northern Africa 3 15 4 22

Southern Africa 1 4 1 6

Western Africa - 9 7 16

Total 5 39 22 66

Data source: World Port Source 2012 and FAO 2012.
Note: The classification of harbor size is based on several applicable factors, 
including area, facilities, and wharf space. It is not based on area alone, nor any 
other single factor (National Geospatial-Intelligence Agency 2012).
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http://harvestchoice.org/data/portshed-countries-principal-port-2000
www.worldportsource.com


Data source: Map 1—HarvestChoice 2012 and World Port Source 2012; 
Map 2—HarvestChoice 2012.
Note: Map 2—The different colors represent portsheds based on access to a major 
port. A portshed is the total area surrounding a major port for which the given port 
is closer in terms of travel time than any other port.
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