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Two years of merchandise trade decline

• Growth of Global exports in 2017 & 

2018

• Minor decline in 2019

• But a major decline in 2020: -7,5%



In 2020 the world experienced a deep decline of merchandise exports

• Three Quarters of 2020: signs of a 

major crisis due to the pandemic

• Q4: recovery back to late 2019 

levels



Maritime Trade in the pre-Covid19 era



Key trends in maritime trade and port cargo traffic

• Africa’s international trade relies heavily on shipping and ports: While about one-

third of African countries are landlocked, maritime transport remains the main gateway to 

the global marketplace. 

• Africa accounts for a small share of world merchandise trade by value: about 2.5% 

of exports and 3% of imports in 2020.

• Africa contributes relatively larger shares to globalized maritime trade volumes. In 

2019 African ports: 

• loaded 7% of world maritime trade (exported) 

• unloaded 4.6% of this trade (imported

Source: UNCTAD (2020). Review of Maritime Transport 2020. Geneva: UNCTAD



Sub-regional participation in Africa’s maritime trade in 2019

Source: UNCTAD (2020). Review of Maritime Transport 2020. Geneva: UNCTAD



Africa and Maritime Trade (2019)

• Marginal relative contribution of Africa to maritime trade: 

• 12% of the volumes loaded in developing countries

• 7% of the volumes unloaded in developing countries .

• Maritime trade in Africa 

• is shaped by the continent’s trade concentration and limited diversification. 

• half of the goods exported by sea composed of tanker trade, 

• approx.. 2/3 of imports consist of dry cargoes (dry bulks and containerized goods).

• Containers:

• Container ports accounted for about 4% of global containerized trade volume (much of which: 

imports of manufactured goods).

• Targeted trade and industrial policy measures and regional integration initiatives (i.e. the African 

Continental Free Trade Agreement (AfCFTA) have the potential to enhance Africa’s trade flows.

Source: UNCTAD (2020). Review of Maritime Transport 2020. Geneva: UNCTAD



African countries liner shipping connectivity index (LSCI)

• African countries’ shipping connectivity is strongly influenced by their geography. 

• The best-connected countries are 

• Morocco, Egypt and South Africa – those countries at the continent’s corners, where 

international shipping routes connect to hub ports.  

• Djibouti, Togo and Mauritius - sub-regional load centers. 

Source: UNCTAD (2020). Review of Maritime Transport 2020. Geneva: UNCTAD



Pre-COVID 19 connectivity trends:

• Ports in Africa are generally more connected to each other.

• High connectivity was the result of being connected to the same overseas routes, in 

combination with feedering and transshipment services. 

• Durban and Cape Town in South Africa: connected by services provided by 12 companies.

• Luanda, Angola: most connected to Cape Town, South Africa with 7 companies, 

• Mombasa, Kenya: most connected to Dar es Salaam, Tanzania through direct services by 10 

companies (also: connected with Ningbo, China through services by 6 companies. 

• Tanger Med, Morocco: highest connectivity with Algeciras and Valencia in Spain, through services 

provided by 9 liner companies.

• Five of the bottom 10 countries ranked according to their port performance (as measured 

by average port hours weighted by the size of vessels) are located in Africa. 

Source: UNCTAD (2020). Review of Maritime Transport 2020. Geneva: UNCTAD



An external crisis: COVID-19 pandemic



Τhe initial shock: COVID-19 affects trade flows at unprecedented speed & scale 

Source: UNCTAD (2020). Global Trade Update (February 2021) (UNCTAD/DITC/INF/2020/4)



Imports & Exports: Regional variations

Source: UNCTAD (2020). Global Trade Update (Various issues)



COVID-19 induced Supply Chain Shocks

Supply Shock Demand Shock

1. Decline in induced 

demand (Chinese 

production).

2. Lockdown of most of the 

workforce.

3. Shortages in key sectors 

(pharmaceuticals and 

medical equipment).

4. Industrial base shut down

1. Decline in global derived 

demand.

2. Switch to basic goods.

3. Lockdown of a large 

consumer base.

4. Less commercial 

demand.

5. Travel & tourism collapse.

1 2
Adaptation

1. Decline in economic 

activity and income.

2. Diversion of savings and 

capital.

3. (+) lockdown = (-) 

deferred demand in 

many economies

4. Rebalancing of supply 

and demand.

Divergence

1. Divergence in 

epidemiological outcomes.

2. Quick bounce-back in some 

cases only

3. Basic goods and medicals in 

demand

4. Consumption pattern: 

dematerialization of buying 

practices

5. Lockdowns in some 

economies

3 4

Source: Adjusted from: T. Notteboom, A. Pallis and  J-P.  Rodrigue (2021),

Mid-January – early March Early March – June Early June – October On-going

Phase A Phase B Phase C Phase D



Vessels calls in Africa



Decline of vessels calls in 2020 (% change over 2019)
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Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Vessels calls in 2020: Asia vs Globe, per week (% change over 2019)
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Seagoing vessel calls: What happened per region? 

North Africa

Small Island States

East Africa Year round decline (similar trends with Southern Africa region)

North Africa The major decline of all; despite a strong start of the year (2020)

Southern Africa Year round decline (similar trends with East Africa region); very weak Q4

West Africa Quick recovery after the initial shock; returned to positive trends in Q4

Major decline both at the West side of the continent and the East one; 
The impact was severe throughout the year in the West African part. 

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Seagoing vessel calls: 2020 vs 2019 (% difference)

Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 2020

-11,0% -17,2% -6,8% -10,0% -10,9%

5,4% -18,6% -23,0% -15,6% -13,8%
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East Africa
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Africa
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West Africa

Africa

-3,5% -33,1% -35,1% -23,9% -23,3%
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2020 without 
passenger vessels
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Vessel calls calls in 2020: Intra-Regional Dynamics (% change over 2019)
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Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Distribution of vessel calls per region & per type of economy
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Vessel Calls in 2020

East Africa North Africa

Southern Africa West & Central Africa

-12.13% -2.29%

-20%

-15%

-10%

-05%

00%

05%

10%

Developing LDC

Q1 Q4 Q2 Q3 TOTAL

78% 22%



Vessels calls in 2020: 15 African countries with most vessel calls (2020)

16,273

9,190

6,195

4,253
3,459

2,681 2,321
1,643 1,553 1,515 1,280 1,211 1,186 953 861

0

2,000

4,000

6,000

8,000

10,000

12,000

14,000

16,000

18,000

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Vessels calls in 2020: 15 countries with most calls (% change over 2019)
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Vessels calls in 2020 per shipping market (% change over 2019)
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Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 

• The major decline happened in passenger vessels (-49%)

• Major categories of cargo vessels (containers; dry bulk; dry 

breakbulk) declined by less than 5%



Impact on vessel calls: Only 40-50% of world ports have seen a major decrease

Source: Notteboom, T., Pallis, A. (2020), IAPH-WPSP Port Economic Impact Barometer, November 2020



The container market



Containerships calls in 2020: Africa vs Globe (% change over 2019)
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Container vessel calls: What happened per region?

North Africa

Southern Africa

East Africa

North Africa

West Africa

The major decline of all (-13%)

A minor decline of containership calls (-2%) 

A double digit decline (10%)

Marginal impact on the total number of containership calls (-0,5%)

Small Island States experienced a major decline (-17,5%)
East African  side:    the decline reached -16% 
West African side:  experience a severe decline (-30%)

Small Island States

7.597 calls

30.996 calls

5.775 calls

14.777 calls

1.638 calls

240 calls

East Africa

West Africa



Containerships calls in 2020 (% change over 2019)
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Containerships calls in 2020: Intra-Regional Dynamics (% change over 2019)
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Containership calls in 2020: countries with most calls (% change over 2019)
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Containership calls in 2020: countries with most calls (% change over 2019)
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Trends in seagoing vessels calls in Africa

1. Decline of Calls close to global average; 

2. Africa performed better than Europe & Americas that were affected most by the spread COVID-19.

3. The major problem was experienced in the passenger sector (where the need of social distancing and sanitary 

measures resulted in a major decline of shipping operations). 

4. In the container market, the impact was present since the beginning of 2020; when imports from China were halted 

(due to both COVID-19 and the traditional trade standstill during the Chinese New Year’s eve). But the situation 

improved during the second half of the year.

5. The effect was experienced in all parts of the continent, yet regional variations existed – Container ship call provide an 

example:

• East Africa felt the problem the most; with a major improvement recorded only in Q4, 2020 – blank sailing of vessels 

departing from Far East to Europe have strongly affected the country having most calls of all, Egypt.

• North Africa started 2020 exceptionally well, felt the impact the most during Q2, but adjusted – in line with the entire 

Med market in the 2nd half of the year. 

• Southern African countries continued to experience lower numbers of call throughout the year,

• Calls in West African ports declined in the first half, since Q2 the recovery of volumes has ben impressive.

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Container Freight Rates Unprecedented increase in 2020 ($/TEU)
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Freight rates increase: Yes, this is a global phenomenon 

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Operating Margins of Shipping Lines, 2008-2020
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What about the levels of Liner Shipping Connectivity?



Top-5 East African ports on on UNCTAD’s liner shipping connectivity index (LSCI)
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Top-5 Southern African ports on LSCI
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Top-5 West African ports on LSCI
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Top-5 North African ports on LSCI
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Trends in African ports LSCI amidst the Pandemic (2020)

• The positive trends in the 5 most connect ports of the African continent continued.

• Major regional variations were recorded:
• In West African ports, only two of the best connected ports saw some improvements in the LSCI, 

while two others saw the Index deteriorating in 2020.
• LSCI in top-5 East African ports did not improve in 2020; a rather stable picture was recorded
• A stable picture was recorded in the top-5 North African Ports as well.
• In the top-5 Southern African ports the situation has been mixed.

• As a result the intra-regional variation sustains, or even expands.

• The major change is the increase of container vessels size (which goes hand in 
hand with better utilization of the capacity of the vessels)

• In short: many ports face fewer calls by bigger vessels carrying more cargoes to be 
(un)loaded

Copyright © 2020, Dr. Theo Notteboom, Dr. Athanasios Pallis and Dr. Jean-Paul Rodrigue. For personal or classroom use ONLY. This material (including graphics) is not public domain and cannot be published, in 

whole or in part, in ANY form (printed or electronic) and on any media without consent. This includes conference presentations. Permission MUST be requested prior to use.



Liner Shipping Connectivity Index (2019-2020) at the global level
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Source: our calculations in the context of the UNCTAD Project (in progress) "Assessing the impact of COVID-19 on the maritime transport systems” 

Averages on container ships deployment (2006-2020)  at the global level

0

50

100

150

200

250

300

Max vessel size,
TEU

 Deployed
capacity, TEU

Direct
connections

Weekly calls

Services

Operators



Maximum Containership Size Calling per Region (2006-2020)
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Blockage of the Suez Canal

• A traffic jam on both entries of the 

canal (the Mediterranean and the Red Sea) 
where about 380 ships were forced to wait. 
For shipping lines, this resulted in a loss of 
revenue and a loss of capacity.

• Supply chain disruptions as several 

shipments were delayed, particularly 
European imports from Asia.

• Loss of revenue for the Suez Canal 

authority, including salvage cost, in the 
range of 100 million dollars.

• Diversion of several ships through 

the Cape Route around Africa as for 6 days 
the situation remained uncertain, with 
shipping lines deciding to re-route some of 
their ships, even if this entailed about 10 
additional sailing days.

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Maximum Container Vessel size in African Ports (2020)

SIZE PORTS
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San Pedro

Tin Can Island

Walvis Bay

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Other shipping markets: Wet Bulk and Dry Bulk



Wet bulk vessel calls in 2020 (% change over 2019)
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Global Africa Asia Europe Latin America & Caribbean North America Oceania

23.755 calls

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Wet bulk calls: What happened per region? 

North Africa

Southern Africa

East Africa

North Africa

West Africa

A +2,1% in the year (only Q3, 2020 has been negative (-4,4%)

The decline of wet bulk vessel calls reached -7% 

Positive trends, despite a decline in Q4 : 2,3%

Marginal impact on the total number of containership calls (-0,5%)

Small Island States experienced a major decline (-20.1%)

East African  side:    the decline reached -17,5% 

West African side:  experience a severe decline (-44%)

Small Island States

1.976 calls

9.708 calls

2.301 calls

9.770 calls

486 calls

37 callsWest Africa

East Africa

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Wet bulk vessels calls in 2020: Intra-Regional Dynamics (% change over 2019)
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Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Wet bulk calls in 2020: countries with most calls
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Wet bulk calls in 2020: countries with most calls (% change over 2019)
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Dry bulk vessel calls in 2020 (% change over 2019)

-4.11%

-4.89%

-1.40%

-9.49%

-8.57%

-5.80%
-6.34%

-10.00%

-9.00%

-8.00%

-7.00%

-6.00%

-5.00%

-4.00%

-3.00%

-2.00%

-1.00%

0.00%

Global Africa Asia Europe
Latin America &

Caribbean North America Oceania

Global Africa Asia Europe Latin America & Caribbean North America Oceania

22.114 calls

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Dry bulk calls: What happened per region? 

North Africa

Southern Africa

East Africa

North Africa

West Africa

A  major decline by -12,2%

An annual growth by 2,8% 

Positive trends, despite a decline in Q4 : 2,3%

Major growth by 8,1%

Small Island States experienced a major decline (-35.1%)
East African  side:    the decline reached -31.9,5% 
West African side:  experience a severe decline (-56.9%)

Small Island States

2.927 calls

10.199 calls

4.231 calls

4.557 calls

789 calls

75 callsWest Africa

East Africa

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Dry bulk vessels calls in 2020: Intra-Regional Dynamics (% change over 2019)
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Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



What happened in Bulk markets?

• Wet Bulk vessels calls:
• An inconsistent and therefore inconclusive picture

• A story of two halves: The impact was felt in Q3 & Q4, 2020 when North African ports received less 
calls.

• Dry Bulk vessel calls: 
• Less calls throughout the year

• After the first shock (Q1) the situation improved.

• A strong performance was recorded in North Africa countries 

• On the contrary East Africa and Southern Africa are the two regions that have been affected the 
most 

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Among the most critical challenges of all: Hinterland delays

Source: Notteboom, T., Pallis, A. (2020), IAPH-WPSP Port Economic Impact Barometer, November 2020

• Cross border crossing has 

been difficult 

• Cross-border crossing delays 

resulted in long ques to/from 

the port

• In the early part of 2020 there 

were  needs for adjustment of 

the procedures for going in/out 

of the port gate.



Passenger vessel calls in 2020 (% change over 2019)
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Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Passenger ships calls in 2020: Africa vs Globe, per week (% change over 2019)
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Africa Global

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 

• There is no single country in 

the continent that recorded a 

growth of the number of 

passenger calls in 2020



The adaptability process



The adaptability process

Operational 

adjustments 

Communications 

coordination 

• Prioritization of essential 

services; 

• Reorganization of 

operations & working 

conditions (sanitary 

protocols) 

• Advancement of 

digitalization and 

communication strategies. 

• Established, collective 

actions have been more 

effective in combating 

risks.

• Adjustments to 

governance and 

communication strategies 

of entire supply chain. 

1 2

Financial 

Adjustments

Coordinating 

Hinterland links

3 4

• Manifold implications –

ports, the “cash cows”, 

had to facilitate both 

providers and users

• More pronounced 

difficulties in the case of 

fully privatized ports. 

• Shippers and ports work to 

address land-side 

operations, but the ability to 

adapt has not been always 

effective. 

• Digitalization of interactions 

and information sharing

• Adjustment to public policies

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Measures aiming to facilitate adaptation

1. Responses have been multi-dimensional. 

2. Existing contingency plans have facilitated quick responses to the crisis.

3. Public policy initiatives have facilitated relief & recovery in the maritime transport sector. 

1. Reorganization of operations 

2. Collaboration and coordination among all stakeholders

3. Digitalization of interactions and information sharing have been critical to the 

continuity of maritime transport operations during the pandemic. 

4. Working & operational adjustment measures that helped the sector adapting have been 

transformational 

1. Maintaining landside operations has been the most difficult task for those involved in 

the maritime supply chain. 

2. Shippers and ports have worked to address land-side operations, but the ability to 

adapt has not been always effective. 

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Resilience of Ports

1. For ports, the financial implications of the crisis are manifold and more pronounced in 

the case of fully privatized ports. 

2. Ports continue to invest in infrastructure despite the crisis

3. Ports continue to invest in sustainability projects despite the crisis

• The (i) ‘crew changes’, but also (ii) the management of crew presence at the ports, are 

two challenges that highlight the need for orchestrating an integrated approach by all. 

Source: UNCTAD (in progress) maritime transport component of the UNDA project "COVID-19 Response on Transport/Connectivity and Trade". 



Key activities carried out by UNCTAD:

• Research and extensive data compilation and analysis to help assess the impact of the 
COVID-19 disruption on the global and regional maritime transportation systems

• Analysis and identification of relevant response measures introduced by varied 
stakeholders in the face of the COVID-19 disruption

• Identification of good practices that allowed for effective management of the crisis and 
maintaining business continuity in the maritime supply chain

• Development of guidance material and training to build capacity and upgrade skills with a 
view to maritime supply chain resilience-building.

Regional capacity building activities carried out by UNCTAD under the maritime transport component of the UNDA project 

"Transport and trade connectivity in the age of pandemics: Contactless, seamless, and collaborative UN solutions".



UNCTAD continues to facilitate the building of port resilience capacities



UNCTAD continues to facilitate the building of port resilience capacitiesUNCTAD continues to facilitate the building of port resilience capacities



You can also contribute the building of port resilience capacities – your 
experience counts

Participate in the forthcoming UNCTAD (short) survey exploring 

three key questions:

1. What has been/will be the impact of the pandemic on your port and the 

linked maritime chains (immediate and long term)?

2. How did the port/maritime supply chains respond/cope with the disruption? 

What measures were taken? 

3. What lessons were learned? What was considered good practice?

4. What kind of capacity building, technical assistance was/will continue to be 

needed to better prepare for future disruptions and enhance the resilience 

of the maritime supply chain in Africa (shipping, ports, hinterland 

connections and other relevant stakeholders)?

March 2021


