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Executive summary

A. Overview

1. The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 
is a human disease that was report-
ed to have first manifested itself at 
the end of 2019 in Wuhan, China. Its 
impact on society was immediate; it 
quickly spread throughout the world 
through human transmission, and 
was formally classified as a pandem-
ic by the World Health Organization 
(WHO) in March 2020. The virus has 
had an impact on all aspects of soci-
ety, the most directly affected being 
the health services and the economy. 
The role of the State or government 
is of key importance in managing that 
impact on those and all other aspects 
of society. 

2. The logical initial response to the dis-
ease was therefore to focus on the 
medical dimension, since it threat-
ened the very essence of life itself. 
Steps taken in this regard centred 
around cure (treatment), prevention 
(vaccination) and containment (quar-
antine and lockdowns). Global efforts 
were therefore mobilized to address 
the medical aspects as the first pri-
ority. After a short time, however, 
it became evident that the disease 
was exerting a growing constraint on 
economic activities. Measures taken 
by governments to slow the spread 
of the disease tended to affect key 
economic activities: public resources 
were directed to required health ser-
vices; quarantine rules, travel restric-

tions and the lockdown of cities re-
sulted in a significant reduction in the 
demand and supply of labour, goods 
and services; closures of internation-
al borders and related restrictions 
affected international trade, among 
many other effects. Thus, some of 
these measures to contain the spread 
of the disease have resulted in heavy 
blows to economic activities in trans-
port, retail trade, leisure, hospitality 
and recreation.  

3. One of the early lessons learned from 
the COVID-19 pandemic is the im-
portance of maintaining transport 
connectivity and the cross-border 
movement of essential goods, such as 
basic commodities, agricultural prod-
ucts, foodstuffs and medical supplies. 
Most countries took steps to maintain 
the freight transport operations in an 
endeavour to keep their trade chan-
nels active and ensure uninterrupted 
distribution of at least essential goods 
and medical supplies. 

4. Similarly, the pandemic has forced 
African Governments to respond with 
travel restrictions and travel bans to 
minimize the spread of the disease 
from country to country within and 
outside the region. In many cases, 
all international borders – air, water 
and land – were initially closed. While 
freight transport – trucks, ships and 
aircraft – are exempted, the mea-
sures enacted have included the man-
datory screening and disinfection of 
vehicles and vessels, and the testing 
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of their crews at entry points. At the 
domestic level, many countries have 
imposed total or partial lockdowns of 
most public and private offices. This 
has had inevitable consequences for 
trade volumes in services and goods, 
prices and, as a result, value added in 
intraregional trade. 

5. While the pandemic is still develop-
ing, and its impact has yet to be fully 
realized, sectors that rely heavily on 
extended transport and supply chains 
are under stress due to supply short-
ages, in particular in the landlocked 
developing countries and small island 
developing States in Africa, which 
face market access issues specific to 
their geography.

6. The report seeks to investigate the 
economic aspects, specifically transit 
transport and trade facilitation, in the 
countries of Africa, with a particular 
emphasis on landlocked and small 
island developing countries. It seeks 
to identify critical areas that would 
require immediate action by govern-
ments (policymakers, and customs 
and other border agencies), ports and 
other logistics operators, the busi-
ness community and society at large. 
The proposed actions are aimed at 
mitigating the negative economic im-
pact of the pandemic on transport 
and international trade in Africa. 

7. The impact of COVID-19 on the econ-
omies in Africa may be assessed in a 
variety of ways. The present report 
focuses on the short-term impact of 
the virus on transport operations and 
trade in African countries. It consid-
ers policy level interventions (guide-

lines) for coordination at the level of 
the regional economic communities, 
and examines the impact of the ap-
plication of these guidelines on trans-
port connectivity in the East African 
countries that are members of the 
Northern Corridor Transit Transport 
Coordination Authority, as the most 
closely linked and integrated subre-
gion in Africa.  

B. Response by the 
regional economic 
communities 
8. At the national level, countries re-

sponded in three ways: some put in 
place restrictive measures to prevent 
and contain the spread of COVID-19; 
others adopted moderate restrictions; 
and still others opted to assess the 
situation first before taking response 
decisions. As these actions were un-
coordinated, they would invariably 
have led to the disruption of cargo 
movements, with a negative impact 
on trade. Consequently, the major re-
gional economic communities acted 
swiftly in response to the outbreak, 
and adopted guidelines for coordi-
nated measures in their respective 
regions. There are, of course, broad 
similarities among the recommended 
actions in the various communities. 
The guidelines take into consider-
ation the guidelines provided by the 
African Union, the World Customs 
Organization and WHO. The over-
riding principle of the guidelines is 
to apply common measures on trade 
corridors and border points, in order 
to maintain the safe flow of goods and 
services within each subregion.
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9. Since the effects of the pandemic on 
the economy are still unclear, measures 
taken by regional economic communi-
ties, banks, development finance in-
stitutions and governments are likely 
to evolve as more light is shed on the 
possible trade financing gaps. At the 
same time, as international finance in-
stitutions and governments set up fi-
nancial facilities to support businesses 
and critical sectors, part of the solution 
should entail setting up rapid emer-
gency facilities such as trade finance 
lines and risk mitigation instruments 
designed to support banks, small and 
medium-sized enterprises and other 
local companies. 

10. Fast-tracking elements of the negoti-
ations for the Agreement Establishing 
the African Continental Free Trade 
Area that have already been complet-
ed would reshape and go a long way 
towards overcoming existing border 
disruptions induced by the COVID-19 
pandemic, and facilitating the move-
ment of essential goods that are need-
ed to save lives and facilitate sustain-
able recovery beyond the pandemic. 

C. Impact of COVID-19 
on transit transport
11. Landlocked developing countries are 

particularly vulnerable to cross-bor-
der restrictions and border closures, 
given their dependency on transit 
transport to reach international mar-
kets. Whereas most of the transport 
measures introduced in response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic have exempt-
ed the movement of essential com-
modities, while introducing necessary 

sanitary and health requirements, this 
does not mean that cargo has been 
able to move freely across borders. 
Border closures, travel restrictions 
and heightened screening procedures 
have resulted in long queues at land 
borders and congestion at ports and 
airports across the world. 

12. In some countries, infrastructure at 
inland border-crossing points is ex-
tremely precarious, not only posing 
additional challenges to the pro-
cesses at borders, but also exposing 
staff to higher contagion risks. The 
COVID-19 pandemic has also already 
begun to generate negative impacts 
on imports from landlocked develop-
ing countries.

13. Regarding transport corridors, six key 
issues were identified, which form the 
basis for data collection for analysing 
the impact on the Corridor, from port 
to destination. These are: trade and 
trade-related measures, port opera-
tions, transport logistics, border con-
trols, customs control and highway 
operations.

14. The COVID-19 impact on transport 
and trade along the Northern Corri-
dor may be categorized according to 
the key stakeholders on the corridor as 
follows: (a) transport operators – own-
ers and drivers of cargo transportation 
vehicles (trucks, railways and ships); 
(b) transport users – customers (pas-
sengers and traders), shipping and 
forwarding agencies; (c) transport reg-
ulators – weighbridge operators; (d) 
border agencies – immigration, health 
and security officials; and (e) customs 
agents – inspectors and assessors.
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D. Policy 
recommendations
15. In response to the COVID-19 pandem-

ic, African countries generally react-
ed promptly to contain and effectively 
manage its spread, individually as well 
as collectively, through the respective 
regional economic communities, and 
transit transport and trade corridors. 
The COVID19 experience provides 
valuable lessons on how regional coop-
eration could help with coordinated and 
timely responses to future disruptions 
similar to the current pandemic. Listed 
below are some of the policy recom-
mendations arising from the responses 
from the above organizations. Appro-
priate briefs have been developed as 
policy options for future post-pandem-
ic actions, or against the future adverse 
effects of any regional shocks related 
to food crisis and climate change, such 
as the locust outbreak earlier in 2020 in 
the Horn of Africa. 

1. Increased use of information 
and communications technology 
capabilities in Africa

16. COVID-19 has demonstrated the criti-
cal need for smart digital technologies 
and solutions. Looking ahead, digita-
lization offers immense potential to 
improve trade facilitation implemen-
tation guidelines and further reduce 
trade costs. In this regard, member 
States are urged to invest in enhanc-
ing their information and communica-
tions technology capabilities to ensure 
business continuity, which will also 
have a positive ripple effect on eco-
nomic growth, through such develop-

ments as the Smart Corridor Initiative. 
This will enable landlocked developing 
countries and transit countries to make 
use of trade facilitation standards and 
digital technologies, such as the elec-
tronic exchange of information, and 
paperless solutions that limit physical 
checks in transit and physical contact 
at borders and protect the health of 
workers. For that reason, regulators 
should work with banks to put in place 
temporary measures to allow digital 
processing and transmission of trade 
finance transactions. 

2. Diversification of sources of 
sustainable energy 

17. To support information and communi-
cations technology infrastructure and 
other critical sectors in different set-
tings, low-carbon alternative sources 
of energy may be required, such as the 
installation of solar grids in communi-
ties where electricity is in short supply. 
Moreover, limited access in the conti-
nent to electricity, in particular in health 
centres and facilities, increases vulnera-
bility to COVID-19. Thus, through stra-
tegic investment in sustainable energy 
and resilient power systems, stimulus 
packages and policy measures for quick 
economic recovery will strengthen the 
foundation of sustainable development 
through local value chain linkages and 
employment creation.

3. Development of intermodal 
transport systems in Africa

18. Drivers of heavy goods vehicles have 
been identified as the principal in-
ter-State carriers of COVID-19. This 
has prompted actions by member 
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States such as the mandatory screen-
ing of all drivers at their borders. In 
turn, however, this has led to delays 
and congestion at the borders, subse-
quently increasing the risk of further 
contamination of the border commu-
nity. An appropriate multimodal mix 
with the increased use of railways 
and inland waterways would reduce 
dependence on road transport. The 
reduced transborder movement of 
drivers will also reduce the risk of 
transmission of communicable diseas-
es such as COVID-19 and HIV/AIDS 
along the transit corridors. 

4. Development of roadside truck stops 
in transport corridors in Africa

19. Special roadside stations and well-
ness centres should be developed at 
selected locations to accommodate 
truck drivers along the Corridor. These 
should take the form of multipurpose 
facilities designed to promote a safe 
and efficient transportation system; 
and provide food, rest and accommo-
dation, vehicle servicing and refuelling 
operations, medical emergency facili-
ties and other functions. They should 
also be equipped with health facilities 
for the control of communicable dis-
eases such as COVID-19, Ebola, HIV/
AIDs and others. Furthermore, the 
stations should be designed to min-
imize possible interaction between 
truck drivers and the local communi-
ties along the route. In addition, they 
will also act as checkpoints for tracing 
drivers whose COVID-19 test results 
at the previous border points may 
subsequently be positive. 

5. Development of corridor 
observatories in Africa

20. The experience of the Northern Cor-
ridor Observatory provides a good 
model, which could be replicated in the 
management of the major corridors in 
Africa. It provides both historical and 
up-to-date information on corridor 
performance. The Northern Corridor 
Performance Dashboard provides 
weekly updates on selected corridor 
performance indicators, enabling a 
rapid assessment of progress on the 
various dimensions.

6. Development of pharmaceutical 
industries in Africa

21. The demand for and shortage of cer-
tain critical drugs and medical equip-
ment – in particular personal protec-
tive equipment such as gowns, gloves, 
facemasks, face shields, sanitizers and 
other essential products – during the 
COVID-19 pandemic have demon-
strated both the need and the poten-
tial for the development of pharma-
ceutical industries in Africa as part of 
the strategy of industrial development 
through import substitution. The re-
gional economic communities, togeth-
er with the pharmaceutical initiative 
of the African Continental Free Trade 
Area, provide suitable regional inte-
gration frameworks for coordination of 
the development of this sector. While 
the African pharmaceutical industry 
is mostly composed of small, privately 
owned companies that serve their na-
tional markets, regional cooperation is 
essential for expanding the sector and 
boosting intra-African trade.
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7. Enhanced role of the private  
sector in Africa

22. African Governments must provide 
and sustain a conducive environment 
for the private sector to expand pro-
duction capacities, enhance compet-
itiveness and reduce overreliance on 
extra-African imports, even for basic 
commodities. Private stakeholders are 
urged to work closely with the public 
institutions to facilitate transit, trade 
and transport, and maintain the func-
tioning of supply chains and cross-bor-
der freight operations. Public–private 
partnerships should be promoted to 
develop facilities for truck operators, 
such as truck stops, hygiene require-

ments, resting facilities and other ame-
nities. Public security arrangements, 
notably the police, should be engaged 
to protect drivers and property.

23. African Governments should engage 
the private sector in facilitating the local 
production of supplies such as personal 
protective equipment and other essen-
tial products. The COVID-19 crisis calls 
for emergency facilities such as trade fi-
nance lines of credit and risk-mitigation 
instruments, with a view, among other 
aims, to attracting non-traditional in-
vestors to invest in trade finance asset 
classes earmarked for trade-related 
transactions, in particular for small and 
medium-sized enterprises.





1

I 

Introduction

A. Background

1. The coronavirus disease (COVID-19) 
is a human disease which was report-
ed to have first manifested itself at 
the end of 2019 in Wuhan, China. Its 
impact on society was immediate; it 
quickly spread throughout the world 
through human transmission and was 
formally classified as a pandemic by 
the World Health Organization (WHO) 
in March 2020. The virus has had an 
impact on all aspects of society, those 
most directly affected being the health 
services and the economy. The role of 
the State or government is of key im-
portance in managing that impact on 
those and all other aspects of society. 

2. The logical initial response to the dis-
ease was therefore to focus on the 
medical dimension, since it threatened 
the very essence of life itself. Steps 
taken in this regard centred around 
cure (treatment), prevention (vaccina-
tion) and containment (quarantine and 
lockdowns). Global efforts were there-

fore mobilized to address the medical 
aspects as the first priority.

3. With time, however, it became evident 
that the disease was exerting a grow-
ing constraint on economic activities. 
Measures taken by governments to 
slow the spread of the disease tended 
to affect key economic activities: pub-
lic resources were directed to required 
health services; quarantine rules, trav-
el restrictions and the lockdown of 
cities have resulted in a significant re-
duction in the demand and supply of 
labour, goods and services; closures 
of international borders and related 
restrictions had affected international 
trade, among many other effects. Thus, 
some of these measures to contain the 
spread of the disease have resulted in 
heavy blows to economic activities in 
transport, retail trade, leisure, hospi-
tality and recreation.
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B. Context: current 
status of transport 
connectivity and trade 
in Africa 

4. One of the early lessons learned from 
the COVID-19 pandemic is the im-
portance of maintaining transport 
connectivity and the cross-border 
movement of essential goods, such as 
basic commodities, agricultural prod-
ucts, foodstuffs and medical supplies 
(United Nations and others, 2020). 
Most countries took steps to maintain 
the freight transport operations in an 
endeavour to keep their trade chan-
nels active and to ensure uninterrupt-
ed distribution of at least essential 
goods and medical supplies. Preserv-
ing transport and trade connectivity is 
indispensable not only for the imme-
diate response to the pandemic, but 
also for the subsequent recovery ef-
forts underpinned by the 2030 Agen-
da for Sustainable Development and 
Agenda 2063: The Africa We Want, 
of the African Union, with the aim of 
building resilience to future pandem-
ics and crises. 

5. Such endeavours notwithstanding, 
the transport and trade sector finds 
itself in the middle of an unprecedent-
ed crisis, the full extent of which is yet 
to be revealed. By mid-March 2020, 
when the imposition of restrictive 
transport measures worldwide was 
still in the early stages, the world ser-
vices trade index declined by 3.2 per-

1 African countries have been hit hard by the coronavirus pandemic, incurring at least $100 billion in economic costs 
(approximately 5 per cent of their gross domestic product) in 2020 as a direct result. Similarly, 2020 trade volumes in 

centage points. Among its subcom-
ponents, container shipping recorded 
the sharpest decline (by 5.7 percent-
age points) after passenger air travel 
(6.5 percentage points). A contrac-
tion in maritime transport, the mode 
of carriage of more than 80 per cent 
of world merchandize trade volume, 
is also indicative of the ripple effects 
that the crisis has also caused along 
the inland transport chains (road and 
rail), which provide the first and last-
mile links. 

6. Despite the steep decline in car-
riage loads and volumes of freight 
movement, many ports and inland 
trans-shipment hubs across the world 
are still facing severe traffic conges-
tion. General lockdown measures 
have had a crippling effect on the op-
erating capacity of transport systems 
and logistical services. Internationally, 
under the impact of staff shortages, 
additional quarantine measures and 
resultant delays in loading, inspec-
tion and clearance, freight carriage 
by road is estimated to have declined 
by at least 30–40 per cent, with im-
plications for the carriage efficiency 
of backward and forward links along 
international transport corridors (ES-
CAP, 2020). 

7. Similarly, the pandemic has forced 
African Governments to respond with 
travel restrictions and travel bans to 
minimize the spread of the disease 
from country to country within and 
outside the region.1 In many cases, 
all international borders – air, water 
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and land – were initially closed. While 
freight transport – trucks, ships and 
aircraft – are exempted, the measures 
enacted have included the mandatory 
screening and disinfection of vehicles 
and vessels and the testing of their 
crew at the entry point (EAC, 2020). 
At the domestic level, many coun-
tries have imposed the total or partial 
lockdowns of most public and private 
offices. This has had inevitable conse-
quences for trade volumes in services 
and goods, prices and, as a result, val-
ue added in intraregional trade (WTO 
and others, 2020). 

8. While the pandemic is still developing 
and its impact has yet to be fully re-
alized, sectors which rely heavily on 
extended transport and supply chains 
are under stress due to supply short-
ages, in particular in the landlocked 
developing countries and small island 
developing States in Africa, which 
face market access issues specific to 
their geography.

9. Efficient and effective coordination 
and cooperation among all the rele-
vant agencies are crucial for the fa-
cilitation of trade and transport in the 
region, in order to ensure an effective 
response to this unprecedented out-
break. Hence, fallouts from exposure 
to COVID-19 should be converted 
into an opportunity for the trade and 

the region are projected by WTO to decline by 8 per cent for exports and 16 per cent for imports, compared with pre-
vious historic trend estimates. Accordingly, the impact of the pandemic on Africa is expected to be particularly hard, 
as 17 per cent of the world’s COVID-induced poverty will be located on the continent (ODI, 2020). 
2 As spelled out in the terms of reference for the present study: “The objective of the task, which this specific Terms 
of Reference (ToR) contributes to, is as follows: implement UN solutions, including standards, guidelines, tools, and 
methodologies to immediately help African governments (LLDCs/SIDS in particular), including customs and other 
border agencies, port authorities, regional economic communities and corridors management institutions, to keep 
transport networks and borders operational to facilitate the flow of goods and services, while containing the further 
spread of the COVID-19 virus.”

transport corridors to reassess and 
devise appropriate revival strategies. 

C. Objective and scope 
of the report
10. The main objectives of the present re-

port are to collect and analyse data on 
the impact of COVID19 on transport 
and trade, to document responses at 
ports and strategic checkpoints along 
trade and transport routes, to assess 
the impact of these measures on trade 
and transport, and to design policy 
recommendations that support re-
gional collaboration.2

11. The report seeks to investigate the 
economic aspects, specifically tran-
sit transport and trade facilitation, in 
the countries of Africa, with a particu-
lar emphasis on landlocked and small 
island developing countries. It seeks 
to identify critical areas that would 
require immediate action by govern-
ments (policymakers, and customs 
and other border agencies), ports and 
other logistics operators, the business 
community and society at large. The 
proposed actions are aimed at mitigat-
ing the negative economic impact of 
the pandemic on transport and inter-
national trade in Africa. 
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D. Approach and 
methodology
12. Trade and transport in Africa are best 

analysed through the mechanisms 
established for regional integration, 
namely transit transport corridor 
management institutions and region-
al economic communities. The transit 
transport corridors provide data on 
traffic and trade flows, while the re-
gional economic communities provide 
a framework for the coordination of 
trade and transport policies. This pro-
cess comprises three segments: data 
collection and analysis, policy recom-
mendations and advisory services. 

1. Data collection
13. The impact of COVID-19 on the econ-

omies in Africa may be assessed in a 
variety of ways. It can be inferred from 
an analysis of economic and financial 
data of the country, such as changes in 
economic growth, trade flows, employ-
ment levels and other effects. Such 
impacts at the macro level would often 
only be manifested after a significant 
lag in time. The impact can also be de-
rived from an analysis of operational 
data, such as traffic flows and volumes 
(by air, sea and land), which provide a 
more immediate and direct indication 
of the impact on the population. 

14. The present report focuses on the 
short-term impact of the virus on 
transport operations and trade in Afri-
can countries. It considers policy level 
interventions (guidelines) for coor-
dination at the levels of the regional 
economic communities. In particular, it 
looks at the Common Market for East-

ern and Southern Africa (COMESA) to 
study the impact on selected countries 
in the COMESA region, namely, Mala-
wi and Zambia (from Southern Africa), 
Rwanda and Uganda (East Africa) and 
the island country of Madagascar.

15. The impact of the application of these 
guidelines on transport and trade con-
nectivity is examined in the East Afri-
can countries which are members of 
the Transit Transport Coordination 
Authority of the Northern Corridor, 
considered to be the most closely 
linked and integrated region in Africa. 
The assessment of the direct impact 
on the key stakeholders was based on 
their responses to a set of question-
naires.

2. Literature review
16. In parallel with consultations across 

the Economic Commission for Africa 
(ECA), the regional economic commu-
nities and the transit transport corridor 
management institutions, a literature 
review was undertaken to inform the 
assignment. As specified in the terms 
of reference, the reference materials 
to be reviewed within the scope of this 
assignment include, but are not limit-
ed to, documents from regional eco-
nomic communities, transit transport 
corridor management institutions and 
related African regional organizations. 
These sources were supplemented by 
other key documents, available from 
a range of online and offline sources. 
These include: 

(a) Sector papers from development 
partners (European Union, African 
Development Bank, World Bank, 
International Monetary Fund (IMF), 
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European Bank for Reconstruction 
and Development (EBRD), Devel-
opment Bank of Asia, World Trade 
Organization (WTO) and others);

(b) Secretariat of the African Conti-
nental Free Trade Area, the African 
Union Development Agency, the 
Programme for Infrastructure De-
velopment in Africa and other ini-
tiatives with a transport and trade 
focus;

(c) United Nations Conference on 
Trade and Development (UNCTAD) 
and other United Nations bodies; 

(d) Communiqués and declarations; 

(e) Academic and research publica-
tions.

3. Policy recommendations
17. Based on an analysis of the data and 

subsequent assessment, recommen-
dations were drawn up on specific 
regional actions designed to pre-
serve trade and transport connectiv-
ity during the COVID-19 pandemic 
that encourage regional collaboration. 
These include:

(a) More efficient and effective policy 
responses to COVID-19 through 
enhanced coordination and the 
brokering of collective actions in 
the region and with other regions;

(b) Inputs into the comprehensive 
project proposal for phase 2 on 
regional and sectoral cooperation, 
with a view to enhancing the impact 
and efficiency of policy measures 
through collaborative solutions for 
transport and trade operations;

(c) Support for the provision of ad-
visory services by arranging one 
or two webinars for regional eco-
nomic communities on topics rel-
evant to supporting and improv-
ing trade and transport, including 
cashless cross-border payments. 
This undertaking may involve 
collaboration with other regional 
commissions.

4. Content of the report
18. Following the introduction, Chapter 

II sets out an overview of the actions 
taken by African countries in response 
to COVID-19, individually as well as 
through the various regional econom-
ic communities. Chapter III presents 
the impact of the pandemic on inter-
national trade in the COMESA region. 
Chapter IV presents the impact of the 
pandemic on the major transit trans-
port corridors in Africa. The results 
of a direct assessment of the impact 
on key stakeholders in transport and 
trade in Africa is presented in Chapter 
V. The recommended policy responses 
are presented in chapter VI. 
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Response by the regional 
economic communities to 

COVID-19 in Africa

A. Background 

19. Regional and local authorities are 
responsible for delivering critical 
short-term containment measures 
and longer-term recovery activi-
ties – from health and social care 
to economic development and 
public investment in transport and 
trade. Meeting these demands calls 
for proactive initiatives and flex-
ibility at all levels of government, 
ranging from the delivery of trade 
and transport services, to adjust-
ments to the regulations framing 
such activity. The negative impact 
of COVID-19 on the economies 
and peoples of Africa as a whole 
could be minimized through a co-
ordinated response by all regional 
economic communities and African 
Governments. 

3 According to the World Bank biannual Africa’s Pulse report, as a result of the pandemic, economic growth in sub-Sa-
haran Africa will decline from 2.4 per cent in 2019 to between -2.1 and -5.1 per cent in 2020, depending on the success 
of measures taken to mitigate the pandemic’s effects. This means that the region will experience its first recession in 
25 years.

20. The impact of the COVID-19 out-
break on international and region-
al trade is not yet fully visible in 
most trade data, but some timely 
and leading indicators may already 
yield clues about the extent of the 
slowdown. The medium-term eco-
nomic impact will also differ across 
the region, depending on such fac-
tors as exposure to tradable sec-
tors, global value chains and type 
of specialization – for example, 
trade in services such as air trans-
port and tourism, commodity trade 
such as oil, and others. This is es-
pecially critical for the continent’s 
16 landlocked developing coun-
tries and its small island develop-
ing States.3 The implementation of 
measures to address the virus is 
placing increased pressure on na-
tional spending.
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Table 1: Key areas of response by the regional economic communities to COVID-19 in 
Africa: facilitation of transit transport and trade

Area of policy action
Regional economic community

EAC COMESA SADC ECCAS ECOWAS Total 
score

Closure or near closure of all international 
borders to passenger transport (air, sea, 
land, inland water)

x x x x x 5

Keeping all borders open to cargo 
transport, and facilitating the movement of 
goods and services

x x x x x 5

Designation of relevant internal border-
crossing points on international routes

Preparation, approval or revision of 
regional guidelines to ease cross-border 
trade and transport operations

x x x 3

Harmonization and gradual reopening of 
land, air and sea borders to restore cross-
border trade

x x x x 4

Establishment of regional or sectoral 
coordination committee and establishment 
of a joint task force

x x x 3

Ensuring the right of transit and improved 
transit terms for landlocked and island 
countries 

x x x 3

Introduction or enhancement of pre-
clearance of goods and single window 
processing at ports and border crossings

x 1

Preparation of recommended route maps 
for cross-border trucks, including the 
location of checkpoints, quarantine and 
isolation centres, designated safe and 
secure parking facilities and designated 
refuelling stations

x 1

Enhancement of existing customs systems 
to support the electronic submission and 
handling of documentation required for 
customs declarations (paperless trade 
transactions) to mitigate and minimize 
risks of human interaction as experienced 
during COVID-19

x x x 3

Electronic cargo tracking system 
(registration of all cross-border trips 
through an approved regional platform and 
geotracking solutions system)

x X X 3
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21. The major regional economic com-
munities acted swiftly in response 
to the outbreak and adopted guide-
lines for coordinated measures in 
their respective regions. There are, 
of course, broad similarities be-

tween the recommended actions in 
the various communities, as sum-
marized in table 1, and salient fea-
tures of these actions are highlight-
ed under each community. 

Area of policy action
Regional economic community

EAC COMESA SADC ECCAS ECOWAS Total 
score

Temperature screening protocol of truck 
drivers crossing borders 

x x x x 4

Facilities to disinfect aircraft, vessels, 
vehicles and cargo at the point of loading 
and discharge

x 1

Building the capacity of cross-border 
agencies and customs administration 
officials, and port personnel

x 1

Agreement on a common approach to 
testing of cross-border truckers and crews 

x x x 3

Safeguarding transparency and provision 
of up-to-date information, through 
establishment of an information hub or 
observatory on border-crossings status 
and industry associations, and measures to 
tackler cyberthreats and other issues

x 1

Joint and coordinated regional approach to 
the protection of shippers, logistic facilities 
and transport service providers and joint 
border checkpoints

X x x x x 5

Temperature screening protocol x x x x x 5

Support transit, transport and trade 
corridors, and maintain customs transit 
regimes and other transit-related 
facilitation procedures, such as use of 
special procedures and lanes for transit 
traffic, and maintain ports operational and 
open

x x x 3

Monitoring, review and sharing of best 
practices

x 1

Score 15 13 16 4 7

Source: Authors’ calculation, 2020. 
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B. East African 
Community subregion 
22. The East African Community (EAC) is 

responding fervently to the COVID-19 
pandemic. In the light of their specif-
ic vulnerabilities, all six partner States 
have a major stake in managing the 
pandemic and contributing significant-
ly to mitigating its impact in the subre-
gion. In addition to the member States’ 
own initiatives, EAC has unveiled a 
comprehensive COVID19 response 
plan to reinforce measures to protect 
against and prevent further spread of 
the pandemic within the region, in line 
with the provisions of the EAC Com-
mon Market Protocol. The response 
plan was developed in response to a 
directive by the Joint Meeting of Min-
isters responsible for Health, Trade, 
Transport and EAC Affairs, which co-
ordinates the Community response to 
the pandemic at the highest level. 

23. According to the African Centres for 
Disease Control, the situation in the 
EAC subregion is changing very fast, 
and increased numbers of infections 
are being registered, as indicated on 
the Africa Centres for Disease Con-
trol and Prevention Dashboard.4 The 
subregion has also been on high alert 
because of the ever-present danger of 
Ebola and, in this regard, the countries’ 

4 Available at https://africacdc.org/covid-19/.
5 See Ngozi Erondu, “Together, Africa countries have enough to fight COVID-19”, Expert Comment, Chatham House, 
London, 28 May 2020. Available at https://www.chathamhouse.org/2020/05/together-african-countries-have-
enough-fight-covid-19.
6 The EAC Regional Ad Hoc Coordination Committee (renamed the Regional Taskforce on COVID-19) is linked to the 
national task force of each partner State and works closely with implementing agencies, including the United Nations, 
the German Agency for Technical Cooperation (GIZ), Trade Mark East Africa, the Japan International Cooperation 
Agency (JICA) and the United States Agency for International Development for Kenya and East Africa (USAID-KEA).

various preparedness and response 
mechanisms are fairly well developed. 
As the diagnostic landscape of this out-
break is changing so quickly, however, 
the EAC partner States should be well 
equipped with all the necessary sup-
plies, equipment and capacity to con-
tain the COVID19 pandemic and pre-
vent any further spread in the individual 
States and in the subregion as a whole. 
In addition, there is need for a well-co-
ordinated and harmonized response 
and measures to ensure the availabili-
ty of the essential goods and services 
in the subregion. Initial attempts by the 
Community to coordinate action by its 
member States were not very effective 
and there are continued fears that cer-
tain groups, in particular truck drivers, 
might be spreading the virus.5 

24. To date, the response has been predom-
inately managed at the partner State 
level with a limited number of subre-
gional interventions coordinated by 
the EAC Regional Ad Hoc Coordination 
Committee.6 Key interventions and ac-
tions taken in the short term to contain 
the spread of the virus to promote miti-
gation regimes include the following:

(a) National guidelines issued by all 
EAC partner States specifying 
measures to curb the spread of the 
pandemic and facilitate the flow of 
goods and services;
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(b) EAC administrative guidelines, 
whose objectives are to ensure 
the smooth and uninterrupted 
movement of goods and services, 
through trade facilitation, mea-
sures to encourage the local pro-
duction of essential goods, safe 
handling of cargo at ports of entry 
and internal borders, facilitation of 
cashless payments, enhanced sub-
regional awareness of measures to 
combat the pandemic; and mitigate 
its negative impact on the move-
ment of goods and services;

(c) Development of a comprehensive 
COVID-19 response plan to rein-
force national measures to protect 
and prevent further spread of the 
pandemic, including such key steps 
as the strengthening of aware-
ness-raising programmes; ensuring 
access to infection, prevention and 
control materials, laboratory sup-
plies and equipment by EAC partner 
States and the Community’s organs 
and institutions; strengthening the 
subregion’s capacity for COVID19 
surveillance, resource mobiliza-
tion, research and other measures 
to mitigate the impact of the pan-
demic on vital economic and so-
cial sectors, including micro, small 
and medium-sized enterprises and 
transporters and transporters’ as-
sociations, which have been direct-
ed to enforce the requirement that 
trucks should have only two or three 
operators, including the driver;

(d) Bilateral engagements between 
the partner States to assess the 
multi-agency cargo clearance proce-
dures and their coordination, while 

combating the spread of COVID-19 
across borders, to identify the chal-
lenges faced by the border agencies 
involved in the clearance of goods 
and crew and to agree on opera-
tional interventions, including the 
adoption of a harmonized system 
for the certification and sharing of 
COVID-19 test results; 

(e) All the EAC partner States are also 
implementing guidelines from the 
World Health Organization (WHO) 
and the World Customs Organi-
zation (WCO) on facilitating the 
movement of goods in such a way as 
to contain the spread of COVID-19;

(f) EAC is working with partner States 
and development partners to mo-
bilize efforts by a range of stake-
holders to achieve a broad coali-
tion of strengthened preparedness 
against COVID-19 in the subregion. 
These include airport authorities 
in partner States’ points of entry, 
government regulatory agencies at 
border crossings and other region-
al and subregional organizations. 

25. In the medium to long term, the sec-
retariat is developing a comprehen-
sive COVID-19 recovery plan to direct 
efforts towards medium-term inter-
ventions (over a period of two–three 
years) that is aimed at mitigating the 
fundamental impacts of the pandemic 
on the various vital economic and social 
sectors of the subregion in a sustained 
and progressive manner. It is expected 
that the plan will assist in restoring the 
pre-crisis status of the subregion in 
terms of trade, transit facilitation and 
investment, with the aim of facilitating 
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the full recovery of its growth trajecto-
ry and simplifying the harmonized and 
coherent implementation of priority 
activities that will promote economic 
recovery and ensure the future pros-
perity of the subregion.

C. Common Market for 
Eastern and Southern 
Africa subregion

1. Country-level response
26. With the onset of COVID-19 in the 

subregion, countries responded in 
three ways: some put in place restric-
tive measures to prevent and contain 
the spread of COVID-19; others ad-
opted moderate restrictions; and oth-
ers still opted to assess the situation 
first before taking response decisions. 

27. In response to the threat of COVID-19, 
COMESA member States put in place a 
range of strict measures in order to pre-
vent the spread of the disease in their 
individual countries. As these actions 
were uncoordinated, they would invari-
ably have led to the disruption of cargo 
movements with a negative impact on 
trade. Consequently, COMESA minis-
ters responsible for regional trade de-
veloped subregional guidelines on the 
movement of goods and services across 
the subregion, which were adopted by 
the Council of Ministers at the eighth 
extraordinary meeting on 14 May 2020. 

28. The guidelines take into consideration 
the guidelines provided by the Afri-

7 Guidelines for the Movement of Goods and Services Across COMESA Region During the COVID-19 Pandemic. 

can Union, WCO and WHO, and also 
those prepared by EAC and the South-
ern African Development Community 
(SADC), whose memberships overlap 
with that of COMESA. The overriding 
principle of the guidelines is to apply 
common measures on trade corridors 
and border points in order to maintain 
the safe flow of goods and services 
within the subregion. The 21 member 
States were therefore expected to in-
corporate these guidelines into their 
national response measures to the 
COVID-19 outbreak.7

29. Member States are urged, where re-
quired, to impose restrictions in an 
objective and fair manner on the 
cross-border and local transport of 
goods and passengers, in accordance 
with article 50 of the COMESA treaty 
on the grounds of public health, where 
those restrictions are:

(a) Transparent, in other words, dis-
closed in public statements and 
documents;

(b) Directly linked to COVID-19 justifi-
cations;

(c) Proportionate – namely, do not go 
beyond what is strictly necessary; 

(d) Relevant and mode-specific – in 
other words, restrictions on any of 
the different transport modes must 
be adapted to that mode; 

(e) Non-discriminatory.
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30. The guidelines cover the following 
specific aspects of coordination:

(a) Facilitating the cross-border move-
ment of relief and essential sup-
plies;

(b) Transport of goods and cross-bor-
der freight transport operations;

(c) Cross-border road passenger 
transport;

(d) Air transport;

(e) Other modes of cross-border 
transport;

(f) Regulation and control of trucks 
and other road vehicles, aircraft 
and vessels carrying essential 
goods and services;

(g) Handling of cargo at ports of entry;

(h) Movement of goods in transit and 
inland deliveries;

(i) Support for the economy by cus-
toms and revenue authorities, and 
ensuring the sustained supply 
chain continuity;

(j) Trade in services;

(k) Monitoring and evaluation mecha-
nism and sharing of best practices.

31. A template was developed for re-
porting updates of COVID-19-related 
measures taken by member States and 
related information, covering the fol-
lowing elements:

(a) COVID-19 cases – weekly national 
situational update (as of reported 
date);

(b) Country measures taken in re-
sponse to the COVID-19 pandemic 
(weekly report);

(c) Monthly update on the trade flow 
of goods (import, export and 
cross-border transit) (value in 
United States dollars);

(d) Monthly update on the trade flow 
of goods (import, export and 
cross-border transit) (top 20 goods 
by source and destination).

 2. Post-COVID pandemic actions 
32. Promotion of the private sector: Af-

rican Governments must provide and 
sustain a conducive environment for 
the private sector to expand its pro-
duction capacities, enhance compet-
itiveness and reduce overreliance on 
extra-African imports, even for basic 
commodities.

33. Expanding the pharmaceuticals sec-
tor: The pharmaceuticals sector is a 
major component of intra-COMESA 
trade. Regional cooperation is essen-
tial for expanding its production and 
boosting intra-African trade.

34. Implementation of digital trade facil-
itation and other instruments: These 
instruments are key to mitigating 
vulnerability to shocks such as the 
COVID-19 pandemic. In addition, im-
plementation of the COMESA digital 
free trade area, designed to promote 
e-commerce, should now be hastened, 
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Table 3: Response to COVID-19: COMESA subregion

Country

Key dates Trade facilitation measures

No. of cases 
(latest date 

19 June 
2020)

First case 
2020 

Borders open 
to cargo

Designated 
transit  
routes

Designated 
truck 
stops

Use of 
electronic 
systems

Burundi 100 31 March Yes

Comoros 220 30 April Yes

Democratic 
Republic of 
the Congo

5 250 10 March Air only E-payments; 
ASYCUDA

Djibouti 5 000 18 March Yes Online 
payments

Egypt 50 000 14 
February

Yes E-trading 
support

Eritrea 140 21 March – E-payments

Eswatini 600 13 March Yes

Ethiopia 4 000 13 March Partial; 
Sudan border 
closed

E-payments; 
mobile 
banking; 
money 
transfers

Kenya 4 500 13 March Yes √ E-payments; 

Libya 500 3 April Joint exports 
with Tunisia

E-documents; 
e-payments

Madagascar 1 400 20 March Air cargo; 
ports open

Malawi 600 2 April Yes

Mauritius 350 13 April Yes

Rwanda 650 8 March Yes; partial 
closure with 
Uganda

√ Rwanda 
electronic 
single 
window 

Seychelles 11 14 March  Yes

Somalia 2 750 16 March Yes

Sudan 8 000 13 March Yes; closed 
with Ethiopia

Tunisia 1 100 2 March Joint exports 
with Libya

E-banking; 
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together with the creation of an online 
platform for sharing information on 
the availability of essential products 
during the COVID-19 pandemic.

D. Southern African 
Development 
Community subregion 

1. Country-level response
35. SADC member States have contin-

ued to implement control measures 
of varying intensity to suppress or 
minimize transmission, depending on 
the transmission scenario that each 
country is facing. Many countries in 
the region have also implemented ad-
ditional large-scale public health and 
social measures, including movement 
restrictions, the closure of schools and 
businesses, quarantines across geo-
graphical areas and international trav-
el restrictions.

36. Following the declaration by WHO of 
COVID-19 as a global pandemic on 11 
March 2020, SADC recorded its first 
case of COVID-19 in early March and, 
since then, numbers have continued to 

increase. In addition to measures put in 
place by its member States, SADC has 
also adopted regional measures that are 
critical in responding to the pandemic. 

37. Cross-border movement is one of 
the essential services that need to 
be sustained and facilitated during 
the COVID-19 period in order to en-
sure the timely delivery of essential 
supplies and commodities in mem-
ber States. More than 80 per cent of 
imported and exported goods in the 
SADC subregion are transported via 
the road network. COVID-19-related 
lockdowns in member States and the 
associated public health measures re-
sulted, however, in significant delays in 
the movement of cargo vehicles and 
subsequently in the delivery of essen-
tial supplies to the point of use. 

38. These uncoordinated actions resulted 
in congestions at border posts, due in 
part to the lack of harmonization of 
public health measures, such as test-
ing and quarantine policies. To reme-
dy this shortcoming, SADC developed 
its guidelines on the harmonization 
and facilitation of cross-border trans-
port operations across the subregion 

Country

Key dates Trade facilitation measures

No. of cases 
(latest date 

19 June 
2020)

First case 
2020 

Borders open 
to cargo

Designated 
transit  
routes

Designated 
truck 
stops

Use of 
electronic 
systems

Uganda 750 18 March Yes √ √ E-cargo 
tracking; 
ASYCUDA

Zambia 1 400 13 March Yes √ E-payments

Zimbabwe 500 20 March √ ASYCUDA

Source: Authors’ compilation, 2020. 

Note: ASYCUDA – UNCTAD Automated System for Customs Data.
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during the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
initial guidelines were approved by 
the SADC Council of Ministers on 6 
April 2020, but were subsequently 
revised by the Council at its extraor-
dinary meeting on 23 June 2020.8 The 
revised guidelines were supplement-
ed with subregional standard operat-
ing procedures for the management 
and monitoring of cross-border road 
transport at designated points of entry 
and COVID-19 checkpoints.9

39. The stated objectives of the revised 
guidelines were to: 

(a) Limit the spread of COVID-19 
through transport across borders; 

(b) Facilitate the implementation 
of transport-related national 
COVID-19 measures in cross-bor-
der transportation; 

(c) Facilitate the inter-State flow of 
goods and services; 

(d) Institute safe measures to allow 
movement of passengers across 
borders; 

(e) Balance, align, harmonize and co-
ordinate COVID-19 response mea-
sures with the requirements for 
trade and transport facilitation; 

(f) Promote safe trade and transport 
facilitation for economic growth 
and poverty alleviation in the SADC 
subregion; 

8 Available at https://sadc.int/files/2015/9293/9080/Revised_SADC_Guidelines_on_Harmonisation_and_Facilita-
tion_of_Cross_Border_Transport_Operations_across_the_Region_During_th.pdf.
9 Ibid. 

(g) Facilitate the adoption and imple-
mentation of harmonized standard 
operating procedures for manage-
ment and monitoring of cross-bor-
der road transport at designated 
points of entry and COVID-19 
checkpoints. 

40. The guidelines facilitate and sup-
port member States in implement-
ing policies and measures to combat 
COVID-19 recommended by WHO, 
WCO, the International Civil Aviation 
Organization (ICAO), the Internation-
al Maritime Organization (IMO) and 
SADC, and are also designed to facili-
tate coordination with EAC and COME-
SA. They cover the following areas:

(a) Cross-border road freight transport 
operations, including the regulation 
of trade and transport; simplifica-
tion and automation of trade and 
transport facilitation processes and 
documents; and information-shar-
ing among member States;

(b) Cross-border road passenger 
transport;

(c) Regulation of other modes of 
cross-border transport, including 
air, rail, inland waterways and mari-
time transport, and actions by gov-
ernments, transport operators and 
transport operators’ associations; 

(d) Regulation and control of trucks 
and other vehicles carrying goods 
and services;
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(e) Need for prior consultations and 
restraint from unilateral actions;

(f) Monitoring, review and sharing of 
best practices.

41. In order to ensure the proper imple-
mentation of the guidelines, member 
States have agreed to establish na-
tional transport and trade facilitation 
committees or to use similar structures 
comprising officials from the minis-
tries responsible for transport, health, 
police, army and trade to coordinate 
the implementation of the guidelines 
and resolve operational issues at bor-
ders or roadblocks. 

42. Member States are using the guide-
lines and aligning them with national 
laws and procedures. In addition, oth-
er stakeholders – such as the SADC 
Business Council, private sector trans-
port operators and corridor manage-
ment institutions, among others – are 
aligning the regional guidelines with 
their own internal procedures.

2. Post-COVID pandemic actions
43. SADC publishes a regular bulletin on 

the SADC response to the COVID-19 
pandemic,10 which tracks progress in 
the implementation of the above guide-
lines. In the process, it has identified a 
number of issues which could consti-
tute options for future policy action; 
key among these are the following:

(a) Increased use of information and 
communications technology (ICT) 
capabilities: SADC member States 
are urged to invest in enhancing ICT 

10  Available at www.sadc.int/news-events/news/bulletin-12-sadc-regional-response-covid-19/.

their capabilities to ensure busi-
ness continuity, with a concomitant 
positive ripple effect on economic 
growth. The COVID-19 pandemic 
has demonstrated the critical need 
for smart digital technologies and 
solutions, sometimes referred to as 
“smart corridors”. Given the effects 
of the lockdown in the public offices 
of many countries, businesses such 
as supermarkets and pharmacies 
and also academic institutions have 
worked to enhance their digital and 
technological capabilities to enable 
telecommuting, online transactions, 
online shopping, online education 
and telemedicine during this time;

(b) Development and implementation 
of the Corridor Trip Monitoring 
System (CTMS) in East and South-
ern African regional transport 
corridors: CTMS is an electronic 
system that records driver health 
status, notably, COVID-19 test re-
sults, and enables public health of-
ficials to verify results, monitor and 
track the movement of drivers and 
crew members and, when neces-
sary, perform contact tracing and 
thereby facilitate the management 
of safe transit in cross-border road 
transport operations. Accordingly, 
CTMS will assist member States 
in the implementation of standard 
operating procedures for safe 
transport and trade in response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic;

(c) Diversification of energy sources: 
To support ICT infrastructure in 
different settings, alternative ener-
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gy sources may be required, such 
as the installation of solar grids in 
communities where electricity is in 
short supply. Experts have project-
ed that the COVID19 pandemic will 
continue into the foreseeable fu-
ture: the role of ICT cannot there-
fore be overstated;

(d) Collaboration among member 
States: This may include such mea-
sures as joint border clearance of 
goods;

(e) Designated truck stops and check-
points: These should be developed 
to provide services to truck drivers;

(f) Public-private partnerships: Facil-
ities should be provided for truck 
operators, such as truck stops, hy-
giene requirements, resting facili-
ties and others, and public security 
should be assured by the police, to 
protect drivers and property;

(g) Local manufacturing; The private 
sector should be engaged in efforts 
to facilitate the local production of 
supplies such as personal protec-
tive equipment and other essential 
products. 

E. Economic 
Community of 
West African States 
subregion 

1. Country-level response
44. Economic Community of West African 

States (ECOWAS) continues to sup-
port its member States in their efforts 

to combat the spread of COVID-19. 
The Commission is closely moni-
toring the evolution of the pandem-
ic in the world and, in particular, in 
West Africa. The WHO declaration of 
COVID-19 as a pandemic resulted in 
instant responses by all countries of 
the world. Measures taken by individ-
ual ECOWAS member States includ-
ed the closure of land borders and 
airports to block ingress of the virus 
into the subregion, the establishment 
of high-level COVID-19 response 
committees, regular inter-agency co-
ordination and collaboration, and the 
streamlining of procedures, reducing 
the time needed to clear essential 
goods and the provision of temporary 
duty relief for such goods.

45. The Authority of ECOWAS held an ex-
traordinary summit on 23 April 2020 
and directed the Ministerial Coordi-
nating Committee on Transport, Lo-
gistics and Trade to develop a coor-
dinated response to the COVID-19 
pandemic in the ECOWAS subregion. 
In order to ensure high-level coordi-
nation of all the subregional efforts to 
contain the pandemic, participants at 
the summit designated the President 
of Nigeria as the ECOWAS Champion 
President of the COVID19 response 
and eradication process.

46. At their meetings on 12. and 16 June 
2020, the ministers agreed on draft 
guidelines for the harmonization and 
facilitation of cross-border trade and 
transport in the ECOWAS subregion 
and on COVID-19 pandemic and relat-
ed post-recovery actions. The guide-
lines provide a framework for a har-
monized approach to curb the spread 



20

Impact of COVID-19  on Transport and Trade in Africa

Ta
bl

e 
5:

 E
CO

W
AS

 C
OV

ID
-1

9 
st

at
us

CO
VI

D
-1

9 
EC

OW
AS

 re
gi

on
al

 u
pd

at
e

30
 Ju

ne
 2

02
0

• 
N

ew
 c

on
fir

m
ed

 c
as

es
: 1

 4
84

• 
N

ew
 d

ea
th

s:
 3

1
• 

N
ew

 re
co

ve
re

d:
 1

 1
12

Be
ni

n
Bu

rk
in

a 
Fa

so
Ca

bo
 

Ve
rd

e
Cô

te
 

d’
Iv

oi
re

Th
e 

Ga
m

bi
a

Gh
an

a
Gu

in
ea

Gu
in

ea
-

Bi
ss

au
Li

be
ria

M
al

i
N

ig
er

N
ig

er
ia

Se
ne

ga
l

Si
er

ra
 

Le
on

e
To

go

To
ta

l 
co

nfi
rm

ed
1 

19
9

96
2

1 
22

7
9 

49
9

49
17

 7
41

5 
39

1
1 

65
4

78
0

2 
18

1
1 

07
5

25
 6

94
6 

79
3

1 
46

2
65

0

To
ta

l 
re

co
ve

re
d

   
33

3
84

6
62

9
4 

27
3

27
13

 2
68

4 
32

6
31

7
32

4
1 

47
4

94
3

9 
74

6
4 

43
1

97
4

40
2

To
ta

l d
ea

th
s

21
53

15
68

2
11

2
33

24
36

11
6

67
59

0
11

2
60

14

Ac
tiv

e 
ca

se
s

84
5

63
58

3
5 

15
8

20
4 

36
1

1 
03

2
1 

31
3

42
0

59
1

65
15

35
8

2 
25

0
42

8
23

4

 

76
 3

57
42

 3
13

1 
32

3
32

 7
21

Ca
se

 fa
ta

lit
y 

ra
te

 (C
FR

) 
1.

7%

So
ur

ce
: E

CO
W

AS
 C

O
VI

D
-1

9 
da

ily
 s

itu
at

io
n 

da
sh

bo
ar

d.
*

* 
Av

ai
la

bl
e 

at
 h

tt
ps

:/
/w

w
w

.e
co

w
as

.in
t/

co
vi

d-
19

/t
he

-s
ta

tu
s-

w
ith

in
-e

co
w

as
-m

em
be

r-
st

at
es

/.
 



21

II. Response by the regional economic communities to COVID-19 in Africa  

of the pandemic and steer the reopen-
ing of cross-border trading and trans-
portation.

47. The specific objectives of the guide-
lines are the following: 

(a) To define immediate measures to 
ensure a seamless process and to 
facilitate the movement of per-
sonnel and the supply of medi-
cal equipment, essential goods 
and personnel in the fight against 
the COVID-19 pandemic among 
ECOWAS member States;

(b) To facilitate the coordinated im-
plementation of transport-related 
national COVID-19 measures in 
cross-border transport;

(c) To ensure the harmonization of op-
erational guidelines for the reopen-
ing of air, land and sea borders in 
line with international industry best 
practices, in order to restore user 
confidence while preventing the 
spread of COVID-19 across borders.

48. The guidelines provide details on the 
following specific aspects:

(a) Safe and gradual restoration of 
passenger transport: All modes of 
transport services are to be grad-
ually restored while taking into ac-
count, as a priority, the health of 
travellers and workers in the trans-
port sector;

(b) Use of mobile apps to collect rel-
evant information on passengers 
to strengthen contact tracing and 
warning measures;

(c) Practical guidance on specific mea-
sures to ensure passenger safety in 
all modes of transport in the con-
text of the COVID-19 outbreak;

49. The guidelines spell out measures 
which take account of the specif-
ic characteristics and needs of each 
mode of transport:

(a) Air transport, covering aircraft and 
their crews and airports;

(b) Cross-border land transport and 
free movement, covering the 
cross-border mobility of persons, 
border formalities and transit for-
malities; the designation of specific 
points of entry; and the strength-
ening of their capacity according 
to the international health regula-
tions. For this purpose, ECOWAS 
was to work with member States to 
designate target entry points based 
on the numbers of travellers, ac-
cess to health care, connectivity to 
priority populations and locations, 
strength of the surveillance system 
and coordination with neighbour-
ing countries;

(c) Sea ports: as ports provide essen-
tial services to international trade, 
these must therefore remain open, 
as far as possible, to ships and in-
termodal connections and port au-
thorities and related services must 
function in line with IMO recom-
mendations. 

50. To facilitate the essential trade in 
COVID-19 pandemic-related goods 
and services and, in that context, to fa-
cilitate the movement of goods across 
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borders and the import of products 
and other emergency shipments in 
response to the pandemic, member 
States are encouraged:

(a) To treat COVID-19 medical sup-
plies as relief goods that benefit 
from customs simplified proce-
dures;

(b) To implement simplified customs 
procedures as stated in the ECOW-
AS Customs Code;

(c) To implement risk management 
measures to allow low-risk critical 
supplies to quickly pass clearance 
controls;

(d) To ensure the rapid deployment of 
the Interconnected System for the 
Management of Goods in Transit 
(SIGMAT) in all member States, to 
ensure the speedy and safe clear-
ance of transit goods at the borders;

(e) To promote the use of ICT to sup-
port trade, such as single windows 
and trade information portals;

(f) To enhance border management 
coordination mechanisms, both at 
the policy level and at the oper-
ational level (ports, airports and 
border posts) to facilitate the im-
port of critical supplies (including 
medical and food items);

(g) To adhere to provisions of the 
ECOWAS Trade Liberalization 
Scheme;

(h) To ensure that the national adminis-
trative measures taken as part of the 

effort to combat the coronavirus do 
not have a negative impact on the 
free movement of goods within the 
territory of the Community;

(i) To ensure that market closures, 
the establishment of curfews and 
restrictions on the movement of 
persons and other such measures, 
although necessary, must not pre-
vent the seamless movement of 
goods from production areas to 
consumption areas;

(j) To promote the development and 
implementation of e-commerce 
initiatives to limit physical inter-
action through such measures as 
providing adequate ICT infrastruc-
ture, adopting or revising relevant 
policies such as data privacy and 
cybersecurity laws, and promoting 
a cashless policy, including the use 
of mobile payment systems.

51. Where civil society, media and sub-
regional stakeholders in transport, 
trade and logistics are concerned, and 
considering the need for both public 
and private sector stakeholders to 
join forces to fight the pandemic, the 
guidelines call on private sector enti-
ties: 

(a) To support ECOWAS and related 
subregional agencies in monitoring 
the implementation of the guide-
lines;

(b) To support advocacy and aware-
ness-raising efforts with all stake-
holders, in particular at local levels 
of governance, municipalities and 
industry groups;
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(c) To conduct regular studies to as-
sess the impact of the pandemic on 
regional trade, transport and the 
free movement of persons;

(d) To report on the negative impacts 
of COVID-19 pandemic-related re-
strictions in the member States of 
the Community.

52. With regard to information sharing, 
the West African Health Organization 
(WAHO) continues to coordinate with 
member State health and disease con-
trol agencies to collate and share har-
monized sets of data on the COVID-19 
pandemic in the ECOWAS subregion. 
To this end, the ECOWAS Commission 
will work in collaboration with region-
al agencies and together with heads of 
ECOWAS national units to acquire in-
formation about the state of transport, 
logistics and trade in their respective 
countries. 

53. Monitoring and evaluation are affect-
ed by ensuring that existing structures 
and committees at the national level 
responsible for trade facilitation, roll-
out of the ECOWAS trade liberalization 
scheme, transport and free movement 
are fully engaged in monitoring the 
implementation of these guidelines 
in their respective countries. Member 
States should designate lead minis-
tries to coordinate activities at the na-
tional level while ensuring compliance 
with these guidelines in harmony with 
neighbouring member States. 

54. At the regional level, clear databases 
of passenger movements (passenger 
health data) are to be drawn up to en-
hance the traceability of COVID-19 

cases across borders. The respective 
sector departments in the ECOWAS 
Commission, WAHO and related agen-
cies and institutions will jointly mon-
itor developments in member States 
and ensure a harmonized set of activi-
ties in the opening up process.

55. In the medium to long term, specific 
technical studies will be commissioned 
to compile empirical evidence on the 
impact of COVID-19 on regional trans-
port and trade, which will inform deci-
sion-making in the ECOWAS subregion.

2. Post-COVID-19 pandemic actions
56. Measures undertaken in the subregion 

in preparation for the post-pandemic 
period include the following:

(a) Use of mobile apps to collect rel-
evant information on passengers 
to strengthen contact tracing and 
warning measures;

(b) Ensuring the rapid deployment of 
SIGMAT in all member States to en-
sure the speedy and safer clearance 
of transit goods at the borders; 

(c) Increased use of ICT to support 
trade, including single windows 
and trade information portals;

(d) Promoting the development and 
implementation of e-commerce 
initiatives to limit physical inter-
action by, among other measures, 
providing adequate ICT infrastruc-
ture, adopting or revising relevant 
policies such as data privacy and 
cybersecurity laws, and promoting 
a cashless policy, including the use 
of mobile payment systems.
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F. Economic 
Community of 
Central African States 
subregion

57. According to United Nations sourc-
es, the first case of COVID-19 in the 
Central Africa subregion was reported 
on 6 March 2020, and the subregion 
caseload rose to a confirmed total of 
22,000 cases across 11  countries by 
mid-June 2020.11 The pandemic has 
resulted in an economic crisis with 
new projections that the Central Af-
rica region is likely to experience a 
2.3  per cent contraction in growth. 
Ministers of the Economic Community 

11 United Nations, “COVID-19 pandemic compounding grave security, development challenges in Central Africa, 
Special Representative tells Security Council, pointing to 22,000 confirmed cases”, Security Council Press Release 
SC/14212, 12 June 2020. Available at www.un.org/press/en/2020/sc14212.doc.htm.

of Central African States (ECCAS) held 
a high-level meeting on 3 and 4 June 
2020 at which they adopted a four-
pronged regional response strategy to 
combat COVID-19 and its implications 
in Central Africa, namely:

(a) Containment to prevent the spread 
of the virus;

(b) Limiting the death rate and manag-
ing positive cases;

(c) Tackling the socioeconomic im-
pact;

(d) Responding to cross-border secu-
rity issues resulting from the pan-
demic. 
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III 

Impact of COVID-19 on 
international trade

A. Case of Common 
Market for Eastern 
and Southern Africa 
member States

58. The present section provides a brief 
overview of trade flows prior to and 
after the COVID19 pandemic through 
the borders of five COMESA member 
States – Madagascar, Malawi, Rwan-
da, Uganda and Zambia – and forms 
part of an assessment of the impact 
of COVID19 on trade and transport 
in Africa. The five countries provide a 
representative sample of landlocked 
transit countries in Southern Africa 
(Malawi, Zimbabwe) and East Africa 
(Uganda, Rwanda), and of the con-
tinent’s island developing countries 
(Madagascar).

59. The section presents initial results 
of the tracking of trade flows in the 
COMESA subregion as a whole, as 

12 Available at https://comstat.comesa.int/.

part of the assessment of the impact 
of the COVID-19 pandemic on trade 
in Africa. This assessment is based 
on the returns of a survey conduct-
ed by the COMESA secretariat among 
its member States and will be updat-
ed on a country-by-country basis as 
data are made available by COMESA 
member States.12

60. It is evident from the data that all 
countries experienced a significant 
drop in all aspects of trade (imports, 
exports and customs duty receipts) 
between March and April 2020. This 
corresponds to the timeline of the 
pandemic: COVID-19 was first re-
ported in Africa in mid-March, and 
most African countries instituted var-
ious forms of containment and pre-
vention measures. The drop in trade 
in April was a logical consequence. 
The chart in figure 1 summarizes the 
key outcomes and measures taken by 
member States in response to the on-
set of COVID-19 in Africa.
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Figure 1: COVID-19 impact on selected member States, January–May 2020

Key messages Facilitation measures introduced Challenges

Malawi

Imports grew steadily from some $250 
million in January to a peak of $270 
million in March; they declined sharply 
by 32 per cent in the month of April 
to $175 million; a further 25 per cent 
decline to $125 million is forecast for 
May.

Customs duty receipts declined by 27 
per cent in April compared to March. 
For the month of May 2020, customs 
receipts are forecast to decline by 9 per 
cent.

Exports declined by 14 per cent in April 
compared to March.

Introduction of a COVID-19 criterion 
in the ASYCUDA World system.

Introduction of CPC495, which 
eliminates taxes on essential goods 
for the management of the crisis.

Setting up a subsection within the 
centralized Declaration Processing 
Centre solely to track clearance of 
COVID-19 imports.

Time taken to clear 
consignments due 
to major checks 
on drivers and 
passengers by 
medical personnel.

Reduced customs 
receipts.

MWANZA DEDZA SONGWE

2020 Imports, US$
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Key messages Facilitation measures introduced Challenges

Zambia

Volumes of import traffic declined 
overall by 25 per cent between April 
and March. In value terms, overall 
imports declined by 27 per cent. 

Export traffic volumes declined by 3 per 
cent.

Export and import volumes of traffic 
will decline by 17 per cent in May.

Customs duty receipts declined by 36 
per cent in April compared to March. 

Processing of exports at inland ports 
to reduce congestion at border posts.

Greater use of pre-arrival processing 
and use of e-payment systems 
available with all commercial banks.

Pre-registration and lodgement of 
declarations to customs.

Extensions of working hours to clear 
increased traffic.

Escorting trucks carrying essential 
goods and medical supplies.

Use of e-payments 
still low.

Pre-arrival 
processing still 
not done by all 
importers and 
exporters.

Relay system of 
drivers introduced 
at selected borders 
not operational 
owing to lack of 
relief drivers.

Suspension of 
some cargo flights 
into the country.

CHRUNDU NAKODE NDOLA
OFFICE

KAZUUNGULA IOGA LIVINGSTONE other borders Total Zambia
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Key messages Facilitation measures introduced Challenges

Rwanda

Imports declined by 32 per cent in April 
compared to March. 

Exports declined by 8 per cent in April 
compared to March 2020.

Customs duty receipts declined by 55 
per cent in April compared to March. 

Establishment of a dry port near the 
border that operates round the clock 
and all customs services extended to 
facilitate faster clearance of essential 
and relief goods at the first point of 
entry.

Immediate release of relief goods 
based on risk management and pre-
clearance mechanism of essential 
goods.

Use of online services available in 
the Rwanda electronic single window 
system.

Engagement with private and public 
stakeholders (clearing and forwarding 
association, importers, exporters, 
warehouse operators and the general 
public) to facilitate clearance of 
essential goods.

Flexibility in paying duties and taxes 
for essential goods by granting 
instalment facility.

Reduction in tax 
collection.

Testing and 
management of 
drivers at entry 
points.

Escorting of 
transit goods to 
exit borders to 
minimize contacts 
with local people.

Time taken to clear 
consignments due 
to major checks 
on drivers and 
passengers by 
medical personnel.

Reduced customs 
receipts.
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Key messages Facilitation measures introduced Challenges

Uganda

Imports declined by 30 per cent in April 
compared to March. May imports were 
projected to decline by 20 per cent.

Exports declined by 15 per cent in April 
compared to March.

 Customs duty receipts declined by 42 
per cent in April compared to March. 

Testing of drivers prior to transiting 
through Uganda. 

Online engagement with clients.

Borders closed to non-goods 
(travellers not permitted to cross).

Lengthy testing 
of truck drivers 
thereby causing 
long queues at the 
border.

Insufficient 
personal protective 
equipment for 
other border 
agencies working 
closely with 
customs.

Reduced customs 
receipts.
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Key messages Facilitation measures introduced Challenges

Madagascar

Imports declined by 26 per cent in April 
compared to March 2020. Provisional 
figures for May 2020 imports showed 
an increase of 36 per cent. 

Customs duty receipts declined by 27 
per cent in April compared to March 
2020.

Prompt admission of goods into 
the country closely linked to the 
management of the COVID-19 
pandemic, such as basic necessities, 
drugs, medical materials and medical 
instruments.

Exemption from duties and taxes 
on the importation of relief 
consignments.

Other customs formalities processed 
electronically (authorizations, value 
requests, complaints, etc.).

Closure of international airports.

To promote trade balance, incentives 
for Malagasy operators to export 
more were introduced.

Increased trade facilitation – 
reduction of customs clearance time.

Reduction or 
suspension of 
transport activities 
and services (air, 
sea, land and rail).

Reduced customs 
receipts.

Other BordersTamatave-Port Antanimena Tamatave-Pétrole Ivato-Aéroport Mamory-Aéroport Total Madagascar

2020 Customs Duty, Receipts, US$
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Source: Authors’ compilation, 2020. 
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B. Finance for trade 
facilitation measures
61. Trade finance has been a key catalyst 

in the expansion of international trade 
in the past. More specifically, trade 
finance provides the fluidity and se-
curity needed to allow for the move-
ment of goods and services. Given its 
increasing importance in the inter-
national and regional trading system, 
trade finance has been incorporated 
as a group of measures into the study. 
The intention was to gauge the rate of 
implementation of trade finance and 
trade facilitation measures and also 
the range of financial services and 
products available in the region.

62. Coupled with the scarcity of financ-
ing in general and specifically trade 
financing, COVID19 is causing serious 
damage to the region. In 2019 alone, 

13 AfDB “African Economic Brief-Covid 19 Pandemic- Potential Risks for Trade and Trade Finance in Africa”. Volume 
11/issue 6, 23 June 2020. 

the trade finance gap in the continent 
was estimated by the African Devel-
opment Bank at $82 billion.13 The cost 
of financial transactions is increasing, 
as working with financial institutions 
in the region is perceived to be riskier 
than before. The issuance of letters of 
credit and other trade finance instru-
ments is becoming difficult, if they are 
available at all, and the appetite for 
correspondent banking is decreasing 
each day as the crisis unfolds.

63. According to our survey, measures 
aimed at introducing more flexibility 
to the terms and conditions of official 
support have been the most wide-
spread across COMESA countries. Al-
though many of the measures appear 
to be focused on existing transactions 
(such as deadline deferrals, flexibili-
ties relating to claim policies and re-
payments), some are also directed 
towards new potential transactions, 

Figure 2: Constraints on trade finance supply 

Competition
22%

Corresponding Banks
20%

Forex Liquidity
19%

Regulatory 
Restricitions

15%

Risk Capital
13%

Staff Capacity
3% Other
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Source: Authors’ calculation based on Afreximbank Trade Finance Survey, 2020.
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such as increased cover and down 
payment flexibilities. In addition, mea-
sures designed to increase the avail-
ability of working capital financing, 
such as the implementation of new 
programmes and expansion of exist-
ing programmes, as a response to the 
observed shock on supply seem very 
popular among trade insurance and 
credit agencies. 

64. Since the effects of the pandemic on 
the economy are still unclear, measures 
taken by regional economic communi-
ties, banks, development finance in-
stitutions and governments are likely 
to evolve as more light is shed on the 
possible trade financing gaps. At the 
same time, as international finance 
institutions and governments set up 
financial facilities to support busi-
nesses and critical sectors, part of the 
solution should entail setting up rap-
id emergency facilities such as trade 
finance lines and risk mitigation in-
struments designed to support banks, 
small and medium-sized enterprises 
and other local companies. In addition, 
the trade facilitation efforts which 
were intensified during the coronavi-
rus crisis should be continued, to en-
sure that any new safety requirements 

14 Agreement Establishing the African Continental Free Trade Area, Annex on Trade Facilitation, Transit Trade and 
Customs Coordination. Available at https://au.int/sites/default/files/treaties/36437-treaty-consolidated_text_on_
cfta_-_en.pdf.

do not become new trade barriers. 
For instance, the regional business 
community, under the umbrella of 
the COMESA Business Council, have 
urged member States to facilitate the 
movement of transit essential cargo 
across the region through pre-clear-
ance or prompter clearance, thereby 
reducing the risk of infections at the 
border posts. 

65. Fast-tracking elements of the Agree-
ment Establishing the African Conti-
nental Free Trade Area negotiations 
which have already been completed 
would reshape and go a long way to-
wards overcoming existing border 
disruptions induced by the COVID-19 
pandemic and facilitating the move-
ment of essential goods that are need-
ed to save lives and facilitate sustain-
able recovery beyond the pandemic. 
Accordingly, these continental mecha-
nisms and provisions on trade facilita-
tion, transit and customs cooperation 
offer a foundation for building greater 
coordination within and among the re-
gional economic communities and at 
the national level to enable rapid re-
coveries, following the V-shaped eco-
nomic recovery pattern, and a more 
inclusive path.14 
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IV 

A. Overview

66. Landlocked developing countries are 
particularly vulnerable to cross-bor-
der restrictions and border closures, 
given their dependency on transit 
transport to reach international mar-
kets. Whereas most of the transport 
measures introduced in response to 
the COVID-19 pandemic have exempt-
ed the movement of essential com-
modities, while introducing necessary 
sanitary and health requirements, this 
does not mean that cargo has been 
able to move freely across borders. 
Border closures, travel restrictions 
and heightened screening procedures 
have resulted in long queues at land 
borders and congestion at ports and 
airports across the world. 

67. In some countries, infrastructure at 
inland border-crossing points is ex-
tremely precarious, not only posing 
additional challenges to the processes 
at borders, but also exposing staff to 
higher contagion risks. The COVID-19 
pandemic has also already begun to 
generate negative impacts on imports 
from landlocked developing countries.

68. There are 16 landlocked developing 
countries in Africa, the majority of 
which are located in the Eastern and 
Southern Africa subregions (figure 
3). The landlocked countries are con-
nected to international trade by vari-
ous transport transit routes developed 
jointly with the neighbouring transit 
and coastal countries through respec-
tive international agreements. These 
are termed “transit transport corri-
dors”. Table 6 shows the major transit 
transport corridors in Africa.
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69. There are six small island developing 
States in Africa: Cabo Verde, the Co-
moros, Madagascar, Mauritius, Sao 
Tome and Principe, and Seychelles. 
Their economies rely heavily on tourism 
and the service industry, in particular in 
Cabo Verde, Mauritius and Seychelles 
and, to a lesser extent, the Comoros. 
Madagascar is largely an agricultural 
country, while Sao Tome and Principe 
is heavily reliant on oil exports.

70. The timely provision of support is help-
ing landlocked developing countries 
and small island developing States in 
the region to avoid an immediate cri-
sis, but a long-term rescue and com-
prehensive recovery plan will be need-
ed to steer their economies towards 
meaningful structural changes. The 
cost of inaction or delayed action will 
be excessively high, as resulting eco-
nomic crises, joblessness and hunger 

Figure 3: Landlocked developing countries in Africa*

 
* The designations employed and the presentation of material on the maps in the present report do not imply the expression of 
any opinion whatsoever on the part of the Secretariat of the United Nations concerning the legal status of any country, territory, 
city or area or of its authorities, or concerning the delimitation of its frontiers or boundaries.
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in both groups of countries will inev-
itably fuel conflicts that will affect not 
only them but also their neighbours 
and the wider region beyond their im-
mediate borders. 

B. Northern Corridor 

1. Introduction
71. Transit and transport operations in 

the Northern Corridor of East Africa 
are coordinated through the Northern 
Corridor Transit and Transport Coordi-
nation Authority, which is made up of 

six member States: Burundi, the Dem-
ocratic Republic of the Congo, Kenya, 
Rwanda, South Sudan and Uganda. 
The Corridor is anchored in the port 
of Mombasa, traverses Kenya, Rwanda 
and Uganda, and ends at various points 
on the borders of Burundi, the Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo and South 
Sudan (figure 4).

72. Since the declaration by WHO of 
COVID-19 as a pandemic on 11 March 
2020, the disease has continued to 
spread across the world, including 
in the Northern Corridor subregion, 

Table 6: Major transport transit corridors in Africa

Transit corridor Member States Management institution

Ethiopia–Djibouti – rail and 
road

Djibouti, Ethiopia

Northern Corridor – rail, road, 
lake

Democratic Republic of the 
Congo, Kenya, Rwanda, South 
Sudan, Uganda

Central Corridor – rail, road, lake Burundi, Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, Rwanda, Uganda, 
United Republic of Tanzania

Dar es Salaam–Ndola Corridor – 
rail, road

Malawi, Mozambique, Zimbabwe

North–South Corridor – rail, 
road

Botswana, Democratic Republic 
of the Congo, Malawi, South 
Africa, Zambia, Zimbabwe 

Beira Corridor – road Malawi, Mozambique, Zimbabwe

Trans-Kalahari Corridor – road Botswana, Namibia, South Africa

Abidjan–Ouagadougou Corridor 
– rail, road

Côte d’Ivoire, Burkina Faso

Cotonou–Niamey Corridor – rail, 
road

Benin, Niger

Lomé–Ouagadougou Corridor 
– road

Burkina Faso, Togo

Dakar–Bamako Corridor – rail, 
road

Mali, Senegal

Douala–Bangui Corridor Cameroon, Central African 
Republic

Douala–N’Djamena Corridor Cameroon, Chad

Source: Authors’ compilation. 
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where it has had a devastating effect 
on its population. The Northern Corri-
dor subregion started registering cas-
es in March 2020. Countries had put in 
place measures to prevent the spread 
before that date, however. 

73. The COVID-19 pandemic struck when 
the Northern Corridor region was per-
forming well.15 The overall share of in-
tra-Northern Corridor trade had been 
increasing over the years. For instance, 
in 2018, intra-Northern Corridor trade 
grew by about 2 per cent for Burundi; 
13 per cent for the Democratic Repub-
lic of the Congo; 33 per cent for Ken-
ya; 14 per cent for Rwanda: and 38 per 

15Northern Corridor Digest, April 2020. Available at www.ttcanc.org/documents/NCTTCA_Newsletter_April%20

cent for Uganda. Similarly, over the 
period January–December 2019, the 
port of Mombasa handled 34,439,264 
tons of cargo, representing a growth 
of 3,515,976 tons or 11.4 per cent 
compared to the 30,923,288 tons reg-
istered in the corresponding period in 
2018.

74. Before the pandemic, transit times 
had improved on most routes along 
the Northern Corridor, suggesting that 
interventions to facilitate cargo move-
ment were bearing fruit. Weighbridge 
crossing times also improved follow-
ing implementation of the high-speed 
weigh in motion system. There is still 

Figure 4: Northern Corridor member States

 

Source: 2020 Northern Corridor Transit Transport Coordination Authority. 
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room for improvement, however; proj-
ects key to improvement are those 
to develop the road infrastructure 
around the port of Mombasa and in 
the Northern Corridor member States, 
the standard gauge railway and the 
regional electronic cargo tracking sys-
tem along the Corridor.16

75. The Northern Corridor Transport Ob-
servatory has been developed as a 
tool for monitoring operations at spe-
cific nodes in the Corridor. It is an on-
line platform that currently tracks 49 
performance indicators covering mar-
itime, port, transit and border-cross-
ing points. The indicators are defined 
in the Mombasa Port and Northern 
Corridor Community Charter.17 These 
nodes therefore provide a logical 
framework for collecting data and an-
alysing corridor performance.

2020.pdf.
16 Ibid. 
17 Available at http://www.ttcanc.org/documents/Port_Comm_Charter_Final.pdf. 

2. Port of Mombasa
76. Available data show that the number 

of ships calling at the port of Momba-
sa has not significantly changed in the 
first few months of 2020 compared to 
2019, averaging 43 ships per month. 
This number was expected to be high-
er in 2020, however, had it not been 
for the pandemic.

77. Cargo throughput measures the total 
volume of cargo discharged and load-
ed at the port. It includes breakbulk, 
liquid bulk, dry bulk, containerized car-
go, transit cargo and trans-shipments. 
Overall port cargo volumes for the 
period January–March 2020 totalled 
8,612,484 tons, only a slight increase 
over the 8,545,503 tons registered in 
the same period in 2019 (table 7).

Table 7: Throughput traffic January–March 2020 compared to same period in 2019

Type of cargo
January–

March 
2019

January–
March 
2020

Volume 
change

Growth 
(percentage)

Share of total 
throughput 

of 2019 
(percentage)

Share of total 
throughput 

of 2020 
(percentage)

Non-container       

Dry bulk 2 090 844 2 242 463 151 619 7.3% 24.5% 26.0%

Liquid bulk 2 181 549 2 147 418 -34 131 -1.6% 25.5% 24.9%

Conventional 378 691  445 648 66 957 17.% 4.4% 5.2%

Subtotal 4 651 084 4 835 529 184 445 4.0% 54.4% 56.1%

Containerized 3 894 419 3 776 955 -117 464 -3.0% 45.6% 43.9%

Total 8 545 503 8 612 484 66 981 0.8% 100.0% 100.0%

Import/export       

Imports 6 809 210 6 997 611 188 392 2.8% 79.7% 81.2%
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78. Containerized cargo traffic declined 
from 348,204 twenty-foot equivalent 
units (TEU) to 340,812 TEU (2.1 per 
cent decline) over the same period, also 
as a result of COVID-19 effects that 
led to the cancellation of a few ships. It 
should be noted that the port received 
most of the notices of cancellation in 
March 2020 and this will affect the 
performance of the port in the coming 
months. Table 8 shows the total volume 
of container cargo discharged and load-
ed at the port and includes trans-ship-
ment. It is noted that there has been 
some decline in container traffic in 
2020, which may also be attributed in 
part to the effects of COVID-19.

79. As an essential service provider, the 
port of Mombasa has been operating 
round the clock during this period to 
ensure business continuity. Most of 
the agencies involved in the clearing 
of goods at the port have continued to 
work during this period.

80. All performance measures have not 
shown major changes, with only a 
slight increase in container cargo 
dwell time. “Container dwell time” re-
fers to the period from the moment 
that cargo is offloaded at the port of 
Mombasa to the moment it leaves 
the port premises after all clearanc-
es have been obtained. It includes the 

Table 8: Container traffic (in TEU)

Indicator January – 
March 2019

January – 
March 2020

Change

Percentage Volume

Imports Full 145 795 148 286 2 491 1.7

Empty 2 901 3 712 811 28.0

Total 148 696 151 988 3 302 2.2

Exports Full 39 247 40 191 944 2.4

Empty 112 064 105 858 -6 206 -5.5

Total 151 311 146 049 -5 262 -3.5

Type of cargo
January–

March 
2019

January–
March 
2020

Volume 
change

Growth 
(percentage)

Share of total 
throughput 

of 2019 
(percentage)

Share of total 
throughput 

of 2020 
(percentage)

Non-container       

Exports 1 100 110 1 122 496 22 386 2.0% 12.9% 13.0%

Trans-shipment 604 412 470 323 -134 089 -22.2% 7.1% 5.5%

Restows 31 762 22 054 -9 708 -30.6% 0.4% 0.3%

Total 8 545 503 8 612 484 66 981 0.8% 100.0% 100.0%

Source: Kenya Ports Authority, 2020. 
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following intermediate stages: doc-
ument processing centre; one-stop 
centre clearance; and delay after cus-
toms release.

81. Container dwell time hovered be-
tween 80 and 90 hours for most of the 
months until a major spike in October, 
when it reached 120 hours, then de-
clined again in December 2019 to 102 
hours, in January 2020 to 107 hours 
and in February 2020 to 92 hours, 
but remained above the target of 72 
hours (figure 5). 

82. Recent weekly data, however, show a 
significant drop in average dwell time 
in 2020, ranging between 40 and 80 
hours and generally below the tar-
geted 72 hours (figure 6). This in part 
reflects the increased evacuation of 
containers by rail, for which dwell time 
in 2019 averaged 40 hours, while that 
of road transport averaged 118 hours 

18 Federation of East African Freight Forwarders Associations, Freight Logistics, 4 July 2020. Available at http://maga-
zine.feaffa.com/cs-mohammed-push-for-more-truck-drivers-covid-19-tests-to-de-congest-border-crossing-posts/. 
19 Ibid.

during the same period. The dwell time 
will further decline as a consequence 
of the expected increase in use of rail 
transport and use of inland container 
depots in Nairobi and Naivasha for 
transit traffic.

83. Recent protocols requiring that driv-
ers be tested for COVID-19 before de-
parture from the port is adding to the 
delay after customs release, thus con-
tributing to the increase in cargo dwell 
time at the port of Mombasa. Lack of 
sufficient tests is reported as the main 
cause of delays, sometimes adding up 
to 10 days’ waiting time, thus leading 
to congestion at the port.18 This re-
sults in high freight costs, which have 
reportedly gone up by huge margins, 
with Kampala recording an increase 
of $1,000, Kigali $1,400, South Sudan 
$2,800, and Bujumbura $2,000.19

Indicator January – 
March 2019

January – 
March 2020

Change

Percentage Volume

Trans-shipment Full 36 988 27 703 -9 285 -25.1

Empty 9 015 13 660 4 645 51.5

Total 46 003 41 367 -4 640 -10.1

Restows Full 1 982 1 391 -584 -29.5

Empty 212 4 -208 -98.1

Total 2 194 1 402 -792 -36.1

Total Full 224 012 217 578 6 434 -2.9

Empty 124 192 123 234 -958 -0.8

Total 348 204 340 812 -7 392 -2.3

Source: Kenya Ports Authority, 2020. 
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84. Transit cargo through the port of 
Mombasa in 2019 accounted for 
9,947,000 out of a total 34,440,000 
tons, or 30 per cent of port through-
put. The bulk of transit cargo in 2019 
(82 per cent) was destined for Uganda. 
The other countries with cargo transit-
ing through Uganda were South Sudan, 
accounting for the next largest share 
(7 per cent), Democratic Republic of 

the Congo (6 per cent) and Rwanda (2 
per cent). Table 9 presents the break-
down of transit cargo through the port 
of Mombasa.

85. The traffic indicator measures the av-
erage number of trucks weighed per 
day at the various weighbridges along 
the Northern Corridor. Figure 7 below 
illustrates the average daily traffic at 

Figure 6: Weekly average containerized cargo dwell time
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Figure 5: Monthly average containerized cargo dwell time
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*  Available at http://kandalakaskazini.or.ke/.
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three weighbridges: Mariakani, the first 
for all the trucks; and Webuye and Bu-
sia, the last along the Corridor in Kenya. 
During the first three months of 2020, a 
total of 137,713 trucks were weighed at 
the Mariakani weighbridge. The aver-
age daily traffic heading for Malaba via 
Webuye was 821 trucks in April 2020.

86. The number of trucks weighed at the 
weighbridges is an indicator of the 
volume of traffic and trade along the 
route. Trucks destined to Uganda and 
beyond Kenya are weighed at Webuye 
(for Malaba) and Busia weighbridges. 
From the figure above, it may be seen 
that, since the outbreak of the pan-

Table 9: Volume of cargo transiting through Mombasa, by destination country (in tons)

Country 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019

Uganda 5 977 332 6 346 715 7 112 971 7 889 119 8 132 922

South Sudan 702 531 597 852 673 752 734 132 769 886

Democratic 
Republic of the 
Congo 

396 132 376 935 360 123 470 968 546 954

United 
Republic of 
Tanzania 

204 778 182 557 271 698 248 025 254 961

Rwanda 291 924 194 022 179 555 230 734 231 381

Burundi 75 811 35 794 21 621 22 233 2 475

Somalia 11 697 3 975 3 820 1 989 374

Others 6 973 10 687 13 065 7 361 8 566

Total 7 667 178 7 748 537 8 636 606 9 604 562 9 947 520

Source: Northern Corridor Performance Dashboard.

Figure 7: Weighbridge traffic through Mariakani, Busia and Webuye
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demic, there has been a reduction in 
traffic from the port, as indicated by 
traffic weighed at Mariakani. Similarly, 
transit traffic at Webuye has declined 
drastically, from 1,817 trucks in De-
cember 2019 to about 821 in April 
2020. This implies a similar reduction 
in trade during this period.

3. Transit time
87. Transit time is the period from the time 

goods are released up to their exit at the 
border and final destinations. It includes 
delays en route at the weighbridges, 
driver rests and border clearance. 

(a) Transit time in Kenya 
88. Figure 8 shows trends in transit time 

from the port of Mombasa to Mala-
ba, a distance of 933 km. Transit time 
fluctuated between 60 and 80 hours 
during 2019, with a slight uptick in 
January and March 2020. Recent 
weekly data from January to June 2020 
show a significant increase, however, 
rising from 77 hours at the beginning 
of January to a peak of 191 at the end 

of March, and a slight decline to 115 
by the end of June (figure 9). 

89. This increase is due mainly to the in-
creased time spent at the border at 
Malaba (figure 10). Delays at Mala-
ba border have been increasing since 
February 2020, with April registering 
eight hours, up from average of two 
hours prior to February 2020. This up-
ward trend is likely to continue, given 
the new measures that have been put 
in place, including mandatory testing 
at entry points to Uganda. This in-
crease is also reflected in the data on 
transit times from Mombasa to the 
border, and also those between Mom-
basa and Kampala (figure 11). 

(b) Transit time in Uganda
90. Transit times in Uganda to the borders 

of the Democratic Republic of the Con-
go and South Sudan have not changed 
significantly since January 2019, with 
the possible exception of time from 
Kampala to Vura, which fluctuated sig-
nificantly during the year (figure 12). 

Figure 8: Transit time Mombasa–Malaba

Jan-19 Feb-19 Mar-19 Apr-19 May-19 Jun-19 Jul-19 Aug-19 Sep-19 Oct-19 Nov-19 Dec-19 Jan-20 Feb-20 Mar-20

Mean 58.96 67.38 70.03 67.72 58.47 70.34 86.33 68.36 86.69 61.46 77.69 81.94 91.47 63.74 83.95

Median 50.47 54.12 50.07 68.86 55.05 62.13 66.5 58.17 58.6 52.54 56.42 63.6 62.55 60.46 73.85
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Source: Northern Corridor Performance Dashboard.
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This shows that, once vehicles leave 
the borders with Kenya for onward 
transit through Uganda, there is not 
much increase in transit times. Indeed, 
the experience in Uganda since the 
declaration of the COVID-19 pandem-
ic demonstrates that truck drivers are 
discouraged from making unnecessary 
stops along the road. Local authorities 
and the community along the corri-

dors actively look out for drivers who 
seek to make unauthorized stops or 
carry passengers in the trucks.

(c) Transit time in Rwanda
91. On the other hand, transit times in 

Rwanda spiked significantly in Janu-
ary 2020. Figure 13 below shows the 
transit times in Rwanda on various 
routes for the period from January to 

Figure 9: Transit time in Kenya in 2020 – Malaba
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Figure 10: Median stop duration at Malaba
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Malaba 4 5 6 4 3 5 2 2 2 2 2 2 5 8

0

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

Ho
ur

s

Median Stop duration at Malaba

Source: Northern Corridor Road Transport Mobile survey.
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March 2020 using the Regional Elec-
tronic Cargo Tracking System. The 
Kagitumba–Mururu route witnessed 
a tremendous improvement in transit 
time, which dropped from 64 hours 
in October to 48 hours in December 
2019. The improved performance is 

partly attributed to such factors as the 
road condition, which is mostly good 
or fair, except for a few sections which 
are either under development or reha-
bilitation; implementation of one-stop 
border points; and implementation of 
the single customs territory initiative. 

Figure 12: Transit time in Uganda

Jan-19 Feb-19 Mar-19 Apr-19 May-19 Jun-19 Jul-19 Aug-19 Sep-19 Oct-19 Nov-19 Dec-19 Jan-20 Feb-20 Mar-20

Kampala-Elegu 35 30 28 30 30 33 30 30 30 30 25 25 20 20 25

Kampala- Vura 30 43 40 65 25 35 30 50 55 25 43 75 40 40 25

Kampala-Mirama  Hills 23 43 45 44 40 40 40 30 35 37 48 45 45 0 0

Malaba-Mpondwe 40 30 33 30 40 35 35 35 30 50 30 30 25 40 0

Malaba-Elegu 20 20 20 25 20 20 15 20 20 15 17 25 15 20 15
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Source: Northern Corridor Regional Electronic Cargo Tracking System.

Figure11: Median transit time

Jan-19 Feb-19 Mar-19 Apr-19 May-19 Jun-19 Jul-19 Aug-19 Sep-19 Oct-19 Nov-19 Dec-19 Jan-20 Feb-20 Mar-20

Kampala to Mombasa 122.7 118.6 118.6 118.9 120.5 117.1 113.8 113.6 99.5 100.2 113.2 111.2 111.8 103 113.7

Mombasa to Kampala 168.8 109.3 119.2 116.4 125.2 104 107.4 122 131.6 131.9 140.6 158.4 158.4 133.4 116
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92. All routes, however, saw an increase 
in transit time from January to June 
2020, reaching a peak in April and set-
tling at a higher plateau than the levels 
in March. This corresponds to the pe-
riod when restrictions on movements 
were imposed within the country and 
region, which may be attributed to the 

increase in border procedures due to 
COVID-19 (figure 14).

(d) Transit time in Burundi
93. In Burundi, the transit times only 

spiked in February 2020, in particular 
on the routes to Gasenyi.

Figure 13: Transit time in Rwanda
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Figure 14: Rwanda weekly transit data 2020
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C. Actions taken to 
combat COVID-19
94. Member States agreed to institute 

specific measures to contain the 
spread of the virus along the Corridor. 
These actions were instituted at the 
port, along the transit routes and at 
the border points.

1. Situation at the port of Mombasa
95. Most of the agencies involved in the 

clearing of goods at the port have con-
tinued to work during this period. To 
ensure that operations are not inter-
rupted, specific procedures were insti-
tuted by the port for the handling of 
vessels on their arrival. These proce-
dures, which were carried out in con-
junction with the port public health 
officers, included the following:

(a) Mandatory pre-arrival reporting 
on board: this must be undertak-
en at least 48 hours before the 
vessel’s arrival in Kenyan territo-
rial waters. Masters of ships must 

therefore submit a duly completed 
and compulsory maritime decla-
ration of health form to the Port 
Health Officer;

(b) All arriving vessels with crew mem-
bers or passengers who have trav-
elled to countries with confirmed 
cases of COVID-19 in the previ-
ous 14 days must undergo special 
monitoring;

(c) Every ship entering Kenya from a 
country with confirmed cases of 
COVID-19 is subjected to rigorous 
inspection at the designated loca-
tion, as directed by the harbour-
master in consultation with the 
Port Health Office;

(d) Crew and passengers of vessels 
from countries with confirmed cas-
es of COVID-19 are not granted 
shore passes. Only Kenyans and 
foreigners with valid residence 
permits will be allowed to disem-
bark after presentation of health 

Figure 15: Median transit time in Burundi

Jan-19 Feb-19 Mar-19 Apr-19 May-19 Jun-19 Jul-19 Aug-19 Sep-19 Oct-19 Nov-19 Dec-19 Jan-20 Feb-20 Mar-20
Bujumbura to Gasenyi 207 220 242 134 80 116 57 383 192 137 186 263 225 280 292
Bujumbura to Kanyaru-Haut (118Km) 200 261 170 160 167 120 285 190 178 188 155 99 117 180
Kayanza to Gasenyi 28 58 39 27 60 45 19 50 77 77 28 64 170
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declaration forms and clearance by 
the health authorities;

(e) All visitors (dockworkers, agents, 
surveyors, port state inspectors) 
to a ship from countries confirmed 
with COVID-19 cases must be in-
formed about the precautionary 
measures while on board.

(f) Masters of all ships due to ar-
rive in a Kenyan port are required 
to declare their last 10 ports of 
call or voyage memo for the last 
three months, whichever is higher, 
and confirm that there is no crew 
member showing symptoms of 
COVID-19 on board.

(g) Suspension of crew change and 
bagging services.

2. Situation at transit points
96. The new measures to combat the 

spread of the virus require taking the 
temperatures of truck crews at the 
entry point and thereafter at desig-
nated weighbridges at Athi River, Bu-
sia, Gilgil and Mariakani. Testing for 
COVID-19 is also conducted before 
the crew commences its journey from 
Kenya. Furthermore, all truck crews 
entering Kenya are tested at the bor-
der post of entry.

97. The East African Community has ad-
opted a digital COVID-19 surveillance 
tracker for drivers as an integral com-
ponent of the regional electronic car-
go and drivers tracking system that 
will be hosted at the Community head-
quarters in Arusha, United Republic 
of Tanzania. The system is designed 
to share information on truck drivers, 

drawing on the systems operated by 
revenue authorities in the region and 
the existing health information sys-
tems in partner States. 

98. The system allows the users to share 
information across borders in a trans-
parent manner, and the truck drivers 
will need to upload the system’s app 
on their phones. Continuous screening 
will be carried out at selected check-
points along the transport corridors 
which have already been designat-
ed, and the information will be made 
available to all partner States. Veri-
fication of documents will be carried 
out by customs, immigration and law 
enforcement agencies and officials, 
who will confirm whether or not trav-
ellers are fit to proceed on their jour-
neys. The digital surveillance tracker 
will interface and connect directly to 
designated laboratories in the partner 
States, thereby enabling those States, 
on the basis of the necessary labora-
tory results, to generate COVID-19 
test certificates.

99. The National Logistics Platform, a pri-
vate sector initiative, has also worked in 
partnership with the Ministry of Health 
and Ministry of Works and Transport 
in Uganda to implement an initiative 
known as the Journey Management 
System and ensure that the initiative is 
adopted in the other Partner States of 
the East African Community. The pro-
posed system addresses a number of 
issues, which include the tracking and 
tracing of truck crew members, moni-
toring their welfare and behaviour on 
and off the truck, issuing prompt risk 
alerts and, in general, promoting road 
safety. Once this system is put in place, 
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drivers will be accredited with a permit 
enabling them to move across the East 
African Community.

3. Situation at border entry points
100. Member States have instituted 

specific measures which affect trans-
port and trade along the Corridor, and 
most of these are implemented at the 
border-crossing points. These are 
summarized by country below.20

(a) Burundi
• Anyone travelling into the country by 

air or road must undergo quarantine.

• Mandatory quarantine at govern-
ment-designated facilities at own 
cost is imposed on all persons en-
tering the country.

• To enter the country, passengers 
must prove that they have at least 
50 per cent of the subsistence cost 
for the quarantine of 14 days.

• WHO measures to combat 
COVID-19 are enforced.

• Maritime transport boats and crew 
are not allowed to go beyond the 
beach or the port of entry.

(b) Democratic Republic of the Congo 
• All borders of the country are 

closed to passengers and any per-
son, except for cargo ships and oth-
er means of carrying goods. Their 
crews are, however, subject to the 
necessary public health checks.

20 See European Union and African Union, Comprehensive Guidelines for Sustainable Transport: A Corridor Ap-
proach, 2016. Available at https://au.int/sites/default/files/newsevents/workingdocuments/31372-wd-guidelines_fi-
nal_15092016.pdf.

• All flights from risk countries and 
transit countries are suspended.

• Systematic health control is carried 
out on all persons entering the na-
tional territory and those departing 
from cities. 

• All river transport of passengers 
from Kinshasa to the provinces and 
vice versa is banned; only boats and 
crafts carrying goods with crews 
and conveyors will be allowed. 

• The maritime, river, lake and land 
entry points of the national territo-
ry are to be equipped with surveil-
lance devices to reinforce control 
of passengers coming from abroad.

• Anyone traveling into the country 
by air or road must undergo quar-
antine.

• Pharmaceutical products currently 
under customs control are subject 
to emergency removal.

(c) Kenya
• Trucks and cargo transport have 

been listed as essential services in 
the Curfew Notice and may there-
fore be cleared to travel at night.

• The cargo trucks clearing exercise 
will be facilitated by multi-agency 
teams comprising the Kenya Rev-
enue Authority; the immigration, 
health and internal affairs author-
ities; the East African Community; 
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the Ministry of Foreign Affairs; and 
the Ministry of Trade.

• Immigration, customs and port 
health officials are exempted from 
the provisions of curfew and there-
fore required to work 24 hours.

• Temperature is to be taken at entry 
points and thereafter at designated 
weighbridges.

• All truck occupants must retain their 
health forms until they exit Kenya 
unless they are Kenyan residents.

• Only trucks entering Kenya at bor-
der points will be subjected to tem-
perature testing requirements.

(d) Rwanda
• All cargo and conveyors shall be 

offloaded and trans-shipped at the 
customs point of entry, namely, the 
Rusumo and Kagitumba customs 
border posts.

• Where transporters have two driv-
ers for a truck (one from the point 
of departure and a second based on 
Rwandan territory), the trucks shall 
be allowed to proceed to the final 
destination driven by the Rwan-
da driver after fulfilling the health 
guidelines.

• All services offered by customs of-
fices in Kigali and other customs 
controlled areas shall also be made 
available at the entry borders.

• Warehousing facilities shall be 
available for loading, offloading 

and warehousing of cargo at the 
entry points.

• Inland cargo depots shall be made 
available for effective loading and 
trans-shipment exercises at the 
customs entry point.

• Clearing of goods should be done 
using the pre-clearance mecha-
nisms currently in place, such as 
the single customs territory clear-
ance framework and payment of 
duties and taxes before the arrival 
of the goods for quick release at 
the entry border posts.

• All declaration documents accom-
panying cargo must be submitted 
electronically to the customs ad-
ministration to avoid the handling 
of paper.

• Clients with perishable goods and 
consignments that require special 
warehousing facilities such as pe-
troleum products shall be allowed to 
proceed to their destinations after 
a change of crew members (truck 
drivers), in compliance with the cur-
rent health guidelines in place.

• Clearing agents must declare the 
full detailed description of goods to 
expedite the clearance and release 
of such goods.

• All importers must use the elec-
tronic billing software EBM version 
2 to facilitate the declaration and 
release of their goods.
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• Transit cargo should be escorted 
upon entry to the final destination 
and truck drivers will only stop at 
designated points.

• Unnecessary movement and visits 
outside the home are not permitted.

• Borders remain closed except for 
goods and cargo, and also for re-
turning Rwandan citizens and legal 
residents, who will be subject to a 
mandatory 14 day quarantine at 
designated locations.

(e) Uganda
• Anyone traveling into the country 

by air or road must undergo quar-
antine.

• There may only be one driver in the 
truck.

• Truck drivers are to be tested for 
COVID-19 before being allowed to 
enter, to proceed on transit through 
Uganda.

• Truck drivers are to stop only at 
designated places.

• No passengers may enter Uganda 
by air, land or water.

• The entry of pedestrians from neigh-
bouring countries is prohibited.

• A curfew is effected from 7 p.m. to 
6.30 a.m. 

(f) South Sudan 
• Anyone traveling into the country 

by air or road must undergo quar-
antine.

• All border crossings are closed to 
passenger buses and vehicles. Car-
go trucks and fuel tankers are ex-
empted.

• International flights are suspended 
(with a few exceptions for aircraft 
bringing in health-related car-
go, such as medicine and medical 
equipment, and essential or critical 
food items).

• Land border restrictions are im-
posed.

• Evening curfews are in effect from 
7 p.m. to 6 a.m.

• Social distancing and a mandatory 
14-day quarantine period shall be 
imposed on any traveller arriving 
from a virus-affected country. 

D. Post-COVID-19 
pandemic policy 
actions
101. The management and operations of 

the Northern Corridor provide a use-
ful model for corridor management. 
The following measures instituted in 
response to the COVID-19 pandemic 
will be continued as permanent Cor-
ridor operations.

1. Shift in modal transport mix 
102. Drivers of heavy goods vehicles have 

been identified as the principal in-
ter-State carriers of COVID-19. This 
has resulted in such actions by mem-
ber States as the mandatory screen-
ing of all drivers at the border. In 
turn, however, this has led to delays 
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and congestion at the border, and 
subsequently heightened the risk of 
further contamination of the border 
community. It was therefore deemed 
necessary to consider appropriate 
cross-border transportation modal-
ities to reduce human traffic move-
ment without having a negative im-
pact on the transport of cargo across 
the borders.

103. In order to reduce the number of in-
ter-State drivers, member States of 
the East African Community have 
therefore agreed to shift cargo trans-
portation within Kenya to rail and 
lake services. Specifically:

(a) All transit cargo in the port of Mom-
basa destined for inland countries 
is to be transported by rail, either 
by the new standard gauge railway 
(SGR) to the new inland contain-
er depot in Naivasha, or using the 
old metre-gauge railway line from 
Mombasa to Tororo on the Ugan-
da border, for onward transport by 
transporters from those countries. 
All transit cargo at Naivasha will 
be transported by trucks through 
Busia or Malaba to their respective 
destinations;

(b)  Fuel oil is to be transported by 
pipeline from Mombasa to the in-
land port of Kisumu and loaded 
onto lake ferries to the Ugandan 
ports of Jinja and Port Bell. Fuel 
trailers of inland countries are to 
pick up the fuel tankers for onward 
transportation.

104. In carrying out these measures, mem-
ber States should capitalize on the 

strengths of different modes of trans-
port and address the obstacles faced 
by landlocked developing countries 
along the supply chains. For exam-
ple, the distinctive features of railway 
transport – such as its lower labour 
requirements over long distance, its 
efficiency and improved environmen-
tal performance – are working to its 
advantage in the current situation. In 
this regard, the use of regional railway 
transport should be further devel-
oped and facilitated. The long-term 
benefits are reduced transport costs, 
not only in terms of lower transpor-
tation costs, but also saving the road 
infrastructure from wear and tear by 
reducing heavy vehicle traffic.

2. Designated truck stops
105. Special roadside stations and well-

ness centres will be developed at 
selected locations to accommodate 
truck drivers along the Corridor. 
These will be equipped with health 
facilities for the control of commu-
nicable diseases such as COVID-19, 
Ebola, HIV/AIDs and others. They 
are also designed to minimize pos-
sible interaction between truck driv-
ers and the local communities along 
the route. In addition, they will act 
as checkpoints for tracing drivers 
whose COVID-19 test results at the 
previous border points may show 
positive. 

3. Limits on crew numbers on transit 
vehicles
106. A maximum of two crew members 

are permitted on each transit vehicle. 
This will reduce the number of per-
sons traversing the corridor, and also 
the cost of vehicle operations.
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4. Northern Corridor Observatory
107. The Observatory provides historical 

and also up-to-date information on 
corridor performance. The North-
ern Corridor Performance Dash-
board provides weekly updates on 
selected corridor performance indi-
cators, making possible a quick as-
sessment of progress on the various 
dimensions.

5. Increased use of digital technology 
108. A digital surveillance and tracking 

system is to be adopted for drivers 
operating in the transit corridor, 
which would enable health officials 
to locate any driver who may have 
contracted COVID-19. Landlocked 
developing countries and neigh-
bouring countries are to make use of 
trade facilitation standards and dig-
ital technologies, such as the elec-
tronic exchange of information and 
paperless solutions, that limit phys-
ical checks in transit and physical 
contact at borders, and protect the 

health of workers. The use of e-com-
merce and electronic payments 
platforms, such as mobile money, 
is to be facilitated and encouraged, 
in order to reduce significantly the 
use of cash to curb the spread of 
COVID-19. Innovative tools such as 
the United Nations eTIR and elec-
tronic consignment note (eCMR) 
systems, and other tools that make 
it possible to exchange electronic 
information without physical con-
tact and facilitate the flow of goods 
across borders, should be used.

6. Public-private partnerships
109. Private stakeholders are urged to 

work closely with public institutions 
to facilitate transit, trade and trans-
port, and to maintain the function-
ing of supply chains and cross-bor-
der freight operations. This should 
include facilitating and encouraging 
local production and trading in es-
sential goods and services within 
the region.
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V 

A. Background 

110. The impact of COVID-19 on the 
economies in Africa may be assessed 
in a variety of ways. It can be derived 
from an analysis of economic and fi-
nancial data of the country, such as 
changes in economic growth, trade 
flows, employment levels and other 
elements. Such impact at the macro 
level would often show only after a 
significant lag in time. The impact 
can also be assessed from an anal-
ysis of operational data, such as 
traffic flows and volumes (by air, sea 
and land), which provide a more im-
mediate and direct indication of the 
impact on the population.

111. The present report focuses on the 
short-term impact of the virus on 
transport operations and trade in 
African countries. It considers policy 
level interventions (guidelines) for 
coordination at the level of the re-
gional economic communities. In par-
ticular, it presents the COMESA sub-

region as a case study of the impact 
on trade in selected countries in that 
subregion, namely: Malawi and Zam-
bia (from Southern Africa), Uganda 
and Rwanda (East Africa), and the is-
land country of Madagascar.

112. The impact of the application of 
these guidelines on transport con-
nectivity is examined in the East Af-
rican countries that are members of 
the Northern Corridor Transit Trans-
port Coordination Authority, as the 
most closely linked and integrated 
subregion in Africa.

113. Regarding transport corridors, six 
key issues were identified, which 
form the basis for data collection for 
analysing the impact on the Corridor, 
from port to destination. These are:

(a) Trade and trade-related measures;

(b) Port operations; 

(c) Transport logistics;
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(d) Border controls;

(e) Customs control;

(f) Highway operations.

B. Key stakeholders on 
the Corridor 
114. A questionnaire was developed 

around each of the above issues, and 
this will be sent to the key stakehold-
ers. The questionnaire is set out in 
the annex to the present report.

115. The COVID-19 impact on transport 
and trade along the Northern Cor-
ridor may be categorized according 
to the stakeholders on the corridor. 
These are:

(a) Transport operators: owners and 
drivers of cargo transportation ve-
hicles (trucks, railways and ships);

(b) Transport users: customers (pas-
sengers, traders), shipping and for-
warding agencies; 

(c) Transport regulators: weighbridge 
operators;

(d)  Border agencies: immigration, 
health and security officials;

(e) Customs agents: inspectors and 
assessors;

(f)  Federation of East African Freight 
Forwarders Associations:21 freight 

21 See the Federation’s website at https://feaffa.com.
22 Road Transport Survey, 2019, NCTTCA. 

logistics; Federation of Clear-
ing and Forwarding Association 
of Southern Africa; Federation of 
Eastern and Southern Africa Road 
Transporters Associations;

(g) Kenya Transporters Association;

(h) East African Business Council: im-
pact of COVID-19 on the East Afri-
can transport and logistics sector. 

116. Transport operators are the key 
stakeholders in transit transport in 
that they carry the cargo from the 
port to destination. Once cleared 
from the port, cargo along the North-
ern Corridor is transported by road, 
rail and inland waterways. Statistics 
on cargo movement by rail and in-
land waterways are collected regu-
larly and well documented, and may 
be obtained from the few operators 
of these transport systems. Cargo 
transport by road, however, involves 
many operators and drivers. 

117. As part of its functions in managing 
the operations in the Corridor, the 
Northern Corridor secretariat con-
ducts regular road transport sur-
veys among transporters in order to 
gather information relating to caus-
es and reasons for delays along the 
transit route. The surveys are based 
on questionnaires which are filled 
in on mobile phones with Android 
applications using Survey 123 for 
ArcGIS from the Google play store.22 
The drivers are requested to fill in 
the information at the time when 
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they start their journeys, then at any 
stop point along the route, and last-
ly at the time when they reach their 
destinations. 

118. In the latest report for 2019, a sam-
ple of drivers to the various destina-
tions on the Corridor was surveyed, 
as summarized in tables 10 and 11.

Table 10: Destinations 

Destination Number Frequency (%)

Uganda 543 45

Kenya 540 45

Rwanda 58 5

South Sudan 15 1

Democratic Republic of the Congo 12 1

Burundi 3 0.3

Others 28 2

Total 1 199 99.3

Source: Road Transport Survey, 2019, Northern Corridor  
Transit Transport Coordination Authority. 

Table 11: Reasons for stoppage

Reason for stoppage Frequency (%)

Rest and meals 26.0

Weighbridges 13.3

Police and other security checks 9.5

Personal reasons 9.1

Fuelling and checking vehicle 8.8

Road conditions 7.0

Border post procedures 6.5

Customs checks 5.9

Vehicle breakdowns 1.8

Company check points 1.5

Insecurity 0.1

Other 10.5

Total 100

Source: Road Transport Survey, 2019, Northern Corridor  
Transit Transport Coordination Authority. 
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119. The frequency of stoppages by driv-
ers along the Corridor is attributable 
to a number of factors. Rest stops, 
meals and weighbridge procedures 
account for the highest percentages 
(26 and 13.3 per cent, respectively) 
of all stoppages. Police and other se-
curity checks accounted for 9.5 per 
cent. The stoppages invariably trans-
late into longer transit times and 
higher costs of doing business. 

120. Roadside stations: Working in con-
junction with member States, the 
Northern Corridor secretariat is in 
the process of establishing roadside 
stations with a variety of amenities 
and wellness centres for drivers 
along the Corridor. These will also 
include checks for COVID-19 status. 
Drivers will have access to a variety 
of amenities at one stop instead of 
making multiple stops along the Cor-
ridor, which will ultimately reduce 
the delays along the Corridor caused 
by unnecessary stops.

121. Transport users: Similar surveys to the 
above for transport operators should 
be carried out among the key trans-
port users, namely passengers (for 
public transport), freight clearing and 
forwarding agents, and importers and 
exporters. The survey questions would 
cover such issues as satisfaction with 
service, time and cost factors.

122. Transport regulators: Statistics on 
weighbridge operations, such as time 
taken at the weighbridge and compli-
ance with the weight limits and vehi-
cle dimensions’ requirements, should 
be collected at the weigh station. 
Automatic weigh-in-motion bridges 
should be installed at all points along 
the Corridor to reduce personnel in-
teraction with truck drivers.

123. Border agencies: During the 
COVID-19 pandemic, the key border 
agencies are those responsible for 
health and security. Health officials 
check the status and keep records of 
all truck drivers and passengers en-
tering the country.

124. Customs agents: Reports from five 
COMESA member States (Malawi, 
Mozambique, Rwanda, Uganda and 
Zambia) showed a significant drop 
in international trade from March to 
April 2020; this is reflected in data 
for imports and exports, and also in 
customs receipts. 

125. Service providers: These are private 
sector operators of various services 
along the route such as fuel and ser-
vice stations, rest areas, restaurants 
and food vendors, lodges and other 
facilities.
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126. In response to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, African countries generally 
reacted promptly to contain and ef-
fectively manage its spread, individ-
ually as well as collectively, through 
the respective regional economic 
communities and transit transport 
and trade corridors. The COVID19 
experience provides valuable lessons 
on how regional cooperation could 
help with coordinated and timely re-
sponses to future disruptions simi-
lar to the current pandemic. Most of 
the regional economic communities 
(East African Community, COME-
SA, ECOWAS and SADC) developed 
guidelines for coordinated respons-
es. The Northern Corridor Transit 
Transport Coordination Authority is 
taken as a model for transit transport 
corridor operations in the various 
regions of Africa. Listed below are 
some of the policy recommendations 
arising from the responses from the 
above organizations. Appropriate 
briefs have been developed as poli-
cy options for future post-pandemic 
actions or against the future adverse 

effects of any regional shocks relat-
ed to food crisis and climate change, 
such as the locust outbreak earlier in 
2020 in the Horn of Africa. 

A. Increased use of 
information and 
communications 
technology capabilities 
in Africa
127. COVID-19 has demonstrated the 

critical need for smart digital tech-
nologies and solutions. Given the ef-
fects of the lockdown in many coun-
tries, public offices, businesses such 
as supermarkets and pharmacies, 
and also academic institutions, have 
resorted to enhancing their digital 
and technological capabilities to en-
able telecommuting, online transac-
tions, online shopping, online edu-
cation and provision of telemedicine 
during this time. 
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128. Looking ahead, digitalization offers 
immense potential to improve trade 
facilitation implementation guide-
lines and further reduce trade costs. 
In this regard, member States are 
urged to invest in enhancing their 
ICT capabilities to ensure business 
continuity, which will also have a 
positive ripple effect on economic 
growth, through such developments 
as the Smart Corridor Initiative. This 
will enable landlocked developing 
countries and transit countries to 
make use of trade facilitation stan-
dards and digital technologies such 
as the electronic exchange of infor-
mation and paperless solutions that 
limit physical checks in transit and 
physical contact at borders and pro-
tect the health of workers. 

129. Specifically, the following actions are 
recommended:

(a) Development and implementation 
of the Corridor Trip Monitoring Sys-
tem (CTMS) in the East and South-
ern African subregional transport 
corridors. CTMS is an electronic 
system that records driver health 
status, in particular COVID-19 test 
results, and allows public health of-
ficials to verify results, monitor and 
track the movement of the driver 
or crew member and, when neces-
sary, perform contact tracing and 
thereby facilitate the management 
of safe transit in cross-border road 
transport operations. CTMS will 
assist member States in the imple-
mentation of standard operating 
procedures for safe transport and 
trade in response to the COVID-19 
pandemic;

(b) Development of vehicle monitor-
ing and tracking systems, namely: 
the Northern Corridor Regional 
Electronic Cargo Tracking Systems, 
ASYCUDA and the ECOWAS Inter-
connected Goods and Transit Man-
agement System (SIGMAT). This is 
an important step towards the es-
tablishment of smart corridors in 
Africa, offering faster expansion of 
integrated digital facilities and the 
use of e-payments;

(c) Implementation of the COMESA 
Digital Free Trade Area embracing 
e-commerce in trade: this project 
should now be hastened, along 
with the creation of an online plat-
form for sharing information on the 
availability of essential products 
during the COVID-19 pandemic; 

(d) Use of mobile apps to collect rel-
evant information on passengers 
to strengthen contact tracing and 
warning measures;

(e) Rapid deployment of the ECOW-
AS SIGMAT system in all member 
States to ensure speedy and safer 
clearance of transit goods at the 
borders;

(f) Use of ICT to support trade, such 
as single windows and trade infor-
mation portals;

(g) Development and implementation 
of e-commerce initiatives to lim-
it physical interaction by, among 
other measures, providing ade-
quate ICT infrastructure, adopting 
or revising relevant policies such 
as data privacy and cybersecurity 
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laws, and promoting cashless pol-
icies, including the use of mobile 
payments systems;

(h) Adoption of a digital surveillance 
and tracking system for drivers 
operating in the transit corridor, 
which would enable health officials 
to locate any driver who may have 
contracted COVID-19.

130. The pandemic also exposed one of 
the biggest weaknesses in trade fi-
nance supply in Africa – overreliance 
on paper-based transaction pro-
cesses. Compared to the rest of the 
world, Africa has been slow to adopt 
digital and electronic business pro-
cesses, including for trade finance. 
In the short term, the low digitization 
rate of trade finance transactions 
could slow down approval rates and 
therefore decrease supply of trade 
finance during the pandemic. For 
that reason, regulators should work 
with banks to put in place temporary 
measures to allow digital processing 
and transmission of trade finance 
transactions. 

B. Diversification of 
sources of sustainable 
energy 
131. To support ICT infrastructure and 

other critical sectors in different set-
tings, low-carbon alternative sources 
of energy may be required, such as 
the installation of solar grids in com-
munities where electricity is in short 
supply. Moreover, limited access in 
the continent to electricity, in partic-
ular in health centres and facilities, 

increases vulnerability to COVID-19. 
As Africa strives to sustain gains in 
reducing the lack of access to elec-
tricity by more than 600 million peo-
ple today, it is vital that priority be 
given on the health sector agenda 
to the issue of access to electricity. 
Thus, through strategic investment 
in sustainable energy and resilient 
power system, stimulus packages 
and policy measures for quick eco-
nomic recovery will strengthen the 
foundation of sustainable develop-
ment through local value chain link-
ages and employment creation.

132. As the pandemic recedes, maximum 
use should be made of so-called 
“avoid-shift-improve” techniques, 
of more environmentally-friendly 
modes of transport and of new tech-
nologies, such as renewables and 
ICT, avoiding a return to the unsus-
tainable status quo ante. 

C. Development of 
intermodal transport 
systems in Africa
133. Drivers of heavy goods vehicles 

have been identified as the principal 
inter-State carriers of COVID-19. 
This has prompted actions by mem-
ber States such as the mandato-
ry screening of all drivers at their 
borders. In turn, however, this has 
led to delays and congestion at the 
border, subsequently increasing the 
risk of further contamination of the 
border community. For instance, in 
the East African Community area, it 
was deemed necessary to consider 
appropriate cross-border modes of 
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transport to reduce human traffic 
movement without having a nega-
tive impact on the transport of cargo 
across the borders.

134. An appropriate multimodal mix with 
the increased use of railways and 
inland waterways would reduce de-
pendence on road transport. Road 
transport for heavy goods is expen-
sive in terms of road maintenance. 
In addition, the reduced trans-bor-
der movement of drivers will also 
reduce the risk of transmission of 
communicable diseases such as 
COVID-19 and HIV/AIDS along the 
transit corridors. 

135. Looking to the future, multimod-
al logistics could become the new 
standard. In this scenario, efforts 
should be made to capitalize on 
the strengths of different modes of 
transport and surmount the obsta-
cles faced by landlocked developing 
countries along the supply chains. 
For example, the distinctive features 
of railway transport – such as its 
lower labour requirements over long 
distances, efficiency and environ-
mental performance – are working 
to its advantage in the current situa-
tion. In this regard, the use of region-
al railway transport should be fur-
ther developed and facilitated. The 
long-term impact will be a reduction 
in overall transport costs, not only by 
lowering the actual transport costs, 
but also by saving the road infra-
structure from wear and tear caused 
by heavy vehicle traffic. The recovery 
path for a specific freight carrier will 

23 Available at www.nature.com/articles/s41558-020-0797-x.

also depend heavily on its particular 
mix of client and products. 

136. For example, member States of the 
East African Community have agreed 
to shift cargo transport within Ken-
ya to rail and lake services, in order 
to reduce the number of inter-State 
trucks and drivers. Specifically:

(a) All transit cargo in the port of Mom-
basa destined for inland countries 
is to be transported by rail, either 
by the new SGM railway to the new 
inland container depot in Naivasha, 
or using the old metre-gauge rail-
way line from Mombasa to Tororo 
on the Uganda border, for onward 
transport by transporters from 
those countries. All transit cargo 
at Naivasha will be transported by 
trucks through Busia or Malaba to 
its respective destinations; 

(b) Fuel oil will be transported by pipe-
line from Mombasa to the inland 
port of Kisumu, and loaded on to 
lake ferries to the Ugandan ports of 
Jinja and Port Bell. Fuel trailers of 
inland countries will then pick up 
the fuel tankers for onward trans-
portation.

137. As is becoming increasingly evident, 
the transport-related response to 
the outbreak has a very strong envi-
ronmental component – global car-
bon emissions have dropped by an 
unprecedented 17 per cent during 
the coronavirus lockdown.23 Accord-
ingly, the competitive advantage of 
automated and smart transport and 
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logistics practices, which bring en-
vironmental benefits by optimizing 
transport and logistics operations, 
should be further enhanced by their 
ability to reduce health-compromis-
ing human interventions in the trans-
port chain. 

D. Development of 
roadside truck stops in 
transport corridors in 
Africa

138. Special roadside stations and well-
ness centres should be developed 
at selected locations to accommo-
date truck drivers along the Corri-
dor. These should take the form of 
multipurpose facilities designed to 
promote a safe and efficient trans-
portation system; and provide food, 
rest and accommodation, vehicle 
servicing and refuelling operations, 
medical emergency facilities and 
other functions. They should also 
be equipped with health facilities for 
the control of communicable diseas-
es such as COVID-19, Ebola, HIV/
AIDs and others. 

139. Furthermore, the stations should be 
designed to minimize possible inter-
action between truck drivers and the 
local communities along the route. In 
addition, they will also act as check-
points for tracing drivers whose 
COVID-19 test results at the previ-
ous border points may subsequently 
show positive. 

E. Development of 
corridor observatories 
in Africa
140. The experience of the Northern Cor-

ridor Observatory provides a good 
model, which could be replicated in 
the management of the major corri-
dors in Africa. It provides both his-
torical and up-to-date information on 
corridor performance. The Northern 
Corridor Performance Dashboard 
provides weekly updates on select-
ed corridor performance indicators, 
enabling a rapid assessment of prog-
ress on the various dimensions.

F. Development of 
pharmaceutical 
industries in Africa
141. The demand for and shortage of cer-

tain critical drugs and medical equip-
ment – in particular personal protec-
tive equipment such as gowns, gloves, 
facemasks, face shields, sanitizers 
and other essential products – during 
the COVID-19 pandemic has demon-
strated both the need and the poten-
tial for the development of pharma-
ceutical industries in Africa as part 
of the strategy of industrial devel-
opment through import substitution. 
The regional economic communities, 
together with the pharmaceutical ini-
tiative of the African Continental Free 
Trade Area, provide suitable regional 
integration frameworks for coordina-
tion of the development of this sec-
tor. While the African pharmaceutical 
industry is mostly composed of small, 
privately owned companies that 
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serve their national markets, regional 
cooperation is essential for expand-
ing the sector and boosting intra-Af-
rican trade.

G. Enhanced role of the 
private sector in Africa
142. African Governments must provide 

and sustain a conducive environment 
for the private sector to expand pro-
duction capacities, enhance compet-
itiveness and reduce overreliance on 
extra-African imports, even for basic 
commodities. Private stakeholders 
are urged to work closely with the 
public institutions to facilitate tran-
sit, trade and transport, and maintain 
the functioning of supply chains and 
cross- border freight operations.

143. Public-private partnerships should 
be promoted to develop facilities for 
truck operators, such as truck stops, 
hygiene requirements, resting fa-
cilities and other amenities. Public 
security arrangements, notably the 
police, should be engaged to protect 
drivers and property.

144. African Governments should engage 
the private sector in facilitating the 
local production of supplies such 
as personal protective equipment 
and other essential products. The 
COVID-19 crisis calls for emergency 
facilities such as trade finance lines 
of credit and risk-mitigation instru-
ments, with a view, among other 
aims, to attracting non-traditional 
investors to invest in trade finance 
asset classes earmarked for trade 
related transactions, in particular for 
small and medium-sized enterprises.
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