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Introduction  

This memorandum is an analysis of the water transport system in Zambia and seeks to 

inform the Committee on Transport, Works and Supply of the National Assembly on the 

current state of the water transportation system in Zambia. Introduction 

The memorandum is hereby being made by the Centre for Trade Policy and Development 

(CTPD). CTPD is a not-for-profit, membership-based economic think tank working on 

trade and development policy. The organization was established in 1999, as the Zambia 

Trade Network (this was an idea developed by Zambia Association for Research and 

Development primarily to respond to the issues of gender and trade. The Organization 

was registered in December 2004 as Civil Society Trade Network of Zambia (CSTNZ) but 

was rebranded from being a trade advocacy network to an economic think tank on trade 

and development as the Centre for Trade Policy and Development (CTPD) in 2009. 

The paper analyses the legal and policy framework regulating the sector as well as the 

economic gains or benefits of the sector. The paper makes a case for the improvement 

of the sector as a means to enhance trade and development in Zambia (e.g. private and 

public sector engagement) and also recommends effective strategies to position the sub 

sector as a key component in enhancing trade and economic growth in Zambia.  

Background 
The water transportation system in Zambia is a subsector of the overall national transport 

system. As a landlocked country Zambia relies heavily on neighbouring countries which 

have port cities in order to facilitate import and export with the three main entry points 

being Dar-es-Salaam in Tanzania, Walvis Bay in Namibia and Durban in South Africa. 

Notwithstanding its landlocked status, Zambia has an abundance of inland water bodies 

comprising a significant composition of all the inland water in Southern Africa. The inland 

waterways are a gateway to other trade ports such as the Great Lakes region. Lake 

Tanganyika provides a direct connection to Burundi, Tanzania, the Democratic Republic 

of Congo (DRC)and beyond to Rwanda, Uganda and Kenya.  

The mass of water bodies that Zambia has, mean that inevitably hydro is a key source of 

energy as evidence by the Kafue Gorge Lower development Corporation and the Kariba 
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North power stations. Sound management of waterbodies and canals is therefore a 

prerequisite for investment and energy generation.  

More importantly inland water transport plays an important role in the movement of people 

and commodities particularly in areas where the movement and commerce is dependent 

entirely on water transport, an example being Lake Bangweulu and the surrounding 

Bangweulu Swamp which is surrounded by the densely populated islands of Bwlaya 

Mponda, Motongo, Kasomaunga, Kalimankonde, Nsalushi and Mutamwina. The only 

means of access to these islands is by the canals and channels. The absence of 

alternative means of transportation mans that the communities inhabiting these islands 

are solely reliant on water transport. An effective water transport system is therefore vital 

not only to enhance commerce through increased trade opportunities, but also to create 

livelihoods for populations that remain largely excluded from mainstream economic 

participation.   

Overview of the state of the current water transport system 
Harbours and ports  
The key harbours and ports in Zambia are  

(a) Mpulungu Harbour on Lake Tanganyika which is aforementioned provides a gate 

way into the Great Lakes region;  

(b) Mulamba Harbour on the Zambezi River in the Western Province;  

(c) Siavonga Harbour on Lake Kariba;  

(d) Nchelenge Port on Lake Mwewru which is along the border between Zambia and 

the Democratic Republic of Congo (DRC); and  

(e) Samfya Port on Lake Bangweulu. 

In addition to the harbours and posts on the major rivers and lakes, Zambia also has 

numerous canals, most of which require rehabilitation and are largely unnavigable. The 

most prominent of these being the Shangombo-Rivungu canal which connects Zambia to 

Eastern Angola and is an opportunity to enhance international trade with Angola.  

Additional canals include: 
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(i) the Barotse sub-basin canals of Ngambala, Nolsuela, Namitiame, Mwiyamo, 

Muyowama and Lubitamei; and  

 

(ii) the Lukanga Swamps in the Central Province 

 

The three officially designated harbours, being Mpulungu, Siavonga and Mulama have 

generally poor infrastructure and in need of significant upgrades. Each of these are along 

major water ways with potential to enhance shipping and trade along their waterways, 

however the existing infrastructure does not have the capacity to accommodate large 

scale shipping activities. The remaining ports of significance, Nchelenge and Samfya are 

equally in need of an infrastructure overhaul.  

Procurement and management of vessels 
In 2010 an amount of ZMW 7 Million (Rebased) was made available to the Ministry of 

Communications and Transport for the procurement of two dredging machines and 

accessories from Aquamec of Finland for the rehabilitation and maintenance of canals 

and waterways in Zambia. The machines were procured and located at in Western and 

Luapula provinces in order to clear weeds and deepen the canals by up to 5 meters. The 

intended outcomes of the dredging exercise included (i) making the canals and 

waterways more navigable and (ii) making transportation along the waterways more 

easily accessible.1  

Between 2010 and 2017 the Government of the Republic of Zambia procured an 

additional 27 dredgers in order to make the water bodies more navigable. 

In 2017 Government purchased 6 heavy duty vessels at a total cost of USD 12 Million in 

order to boost the water transport in the country and enhance the presence of State-

owned fleets. A specific objective was to deploy a cargo vessel on Lake Tanganyika to 

compete with the Tanzanian SS Liemba, a passenger and cargo ferry deployed in 1913 

and still operating along the East African Front. In addition, a cargo and ferry vessels 

                                                             
1 Ministerial Statement on the Inland Water Transport in Zambia delivered on Wednesday 10 2010 by Hon Minister 
Prof. Lungwangwa 
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would be deployed at Mongu on the Zambezi river and Bangweulu Harbour. As at 

September of 2017, only one of the purchased vessels has been delivered.  

There are currently 22 pontoon river crossing points which are operated by the 

Engineering Services Corporation (ESCO)   

The Marine Unit at the Zambia Police and the Department of Maritime and Inland 

Waterways are vested with the responsibility of maintaining a register of the vessels 

operating along Zambian waterways. Access to the registries was not available as at the 

date of this memorandum. As such the current composition and condition of the State 

fleet could not be verified.    

Regulatory Framework 
The principal legislation governing the water transport system is the Inland Waters 

Shipping Act, Chapter 466 (the “Inland Waters Act”). The Act provides inter alia for the 

surveying, registration and management of water vessels as well as designation of the 

ports and harbours. The Inland Waters Act also governs international treatises and 

agreements between Zambia and neighbouring countries.  

The Merchant Shipping (Temporary Provisions) Act Chapter 468 of the Laws of Zambia 

(the “Merchant Shipping Act”) provides for the registration of merchant ships in Zambia. 

The Act outlines the safety guidelines and basic requirements and standards of ships in 

Zambia as well as qualifications of seamen.  

The regulation of inland water transport system is the mandate of the Department of 

Maritime and Inland Waterways, as well as the Marine Unit of the Zambia Police. The 

core function of the Department of Marine and Inland is to implement and enforce 

inspection of vessels and waterways in accordance with the minimum standards outlined 

in the Inland Waters Act. The department is however not adequately manned by vessel 

inspectors. There is a shortage of expertise and personnel in respect of management of 

water canals and navigation.  

The Inland Water Act has not been revised or amended since its enactment. Being that it 

was developed based on the corresponding British Act of the time, it is largely antiquated 

due to the advances in modern maritime law and practices.  
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The Merchant Shipping Act is equally outdated and of little relevance given that there is 

little commerce via shipping on Zambian waters.  

The subsector in Zambia has itself not grown or developed to the standards of modern 

practice taking into account the perennial infrastructure deficits that have remained and 

expertise is minimal. There is in addition very limited institutional and human resource 

capacity to develop the sector. As such the implementation or enforcement of the 

legislation is difficult to measure as it has never been fully operational.  

The National Transport Policy published in May of 2019 indicates Government’s intention 

and commitment to develop infrastructure at the harbours and ports and make waterways 

navigable. Any revision of the legislation can be done with the policy objectives as the 

impetus.  

Challenges faced by inland water transport subsector 
The main challenges faced by the subsector are as follows:  

Inadequately maintained waterways 
The waterways are poorly maintained and remain dangerous to navigate, primarily 

because the waterways are not adequately manned by vessel inspectors. An additional 

issue is the growth of weeds in the water bodies, as is the case with the Kafue River on 

which there is currently a dredging exercise to clear the water way. The growth of fresh 

water weeds is proliferated by the dumping of effluent by inhabitants into the rivers and 

lakes which creates fertile ground for growth of the weeds. The weeds pose an added 

impediment in the management and maintenance of waterways as they become 

impassable by vessels. This requires dredging of the waterways in order to clear them of 

the weeds.  

Poor infrastructure of harbours and ports 
The harbor and ports lack capacity to dock large vessels and the urbanization required to 

accommodate large scale commercial activities that enhanced trade can bring about with 

an enhanced water transport system. 
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Poorly maintained vessels and navigation aids, vessel turn-around time 
The absence of qualified vessel inspectors (which should be provided by the Department 

of Maritime Inland Waterways) poses to a risk to navigation due to a lack of adherence 

with health and safety guidelines.  

Poorly managed pontoon services.  
There are currently 22 pontoon crossings in Zambia, among the Kazungula pontoons 

along the Botswana border. The services are generally poorly managed and the vessels 

(when operational) have a slow turn around time which hinders commerce and 

movement.  

Linkages to other transport networks such as road and rail  
A key challenge facing the water transport system is the lack of linkages between the 

ports, harbours and water ways with railway lines and even roads to fully capitalize on 

trade opportunities and provide access to inhabitants to facilities beyond the islands and 

fishing villages.  

Contribution of the inland water transport sector to socio-economic 

development 
The inland water transport system is vital for the socio-economic development of 

Zambians and overall economic growth. The sub-sector has however remained largely 

under-developed and contributed little to the growth of economy. The foremost reasons 

for this as already outlined are: 

(i) risky navigation of water bodies due to a lack of vessel inspectors; 

(ii) the water bodies being impassable;  

(iii) inadequate vessels and low vessel turn-around times; 

(iv) disenfranchisement of inhabitants of areas who rely solely on the water ways and 

canals for transportation; and  

(v) poor infrastructure of the harbours and ports which remain largely unurbanized   

The aforementioned reasons are the impetus for interventions that Government has 

undertaken thus far. Most recently the World Bank pledged ZMW 300 Million for the 

rehabilitation of the Barotse sub-basin in the Western Province. The following canals have 
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been rehabilitated with the intention of making the canals navigable in order to enhance 

the fishing industry and improve livelihoods in the Western Province: 

Ngumbala, Nolsuela, Namitiame, Muiyamo, Muyowama and Lubitamei.  

The rehabilitation was conducted by China Geo Trade.   

Effectiveness of strategies in place to support water transport 

development  
The strategies by Government currently in place have largely entailed rehabilitation of the 

water ways and canals and also procurement of vessels. However, there is need to 

enhance institutional capacity as a priority by building capacity of the Department of 

Maritime Inland Waterways. There is need to bring the department to full capacity and 

recruit expertise to inspect and manage the vessels and water ways. The considerations 

are not purely economic, but should also be viewed in the context of environmental 

management as well as heath and safety, all of which require human resources and 

expertise.  

Role of the private sector  
The private sector has played a very minimal role in the development of the inland water 

transport system. That being said, growth in tourism has brought an increase in 

commercial vessels along ports and harbours that are in proximity with national parks and 

other major attractions. These vessels are meant to transport or ferry tourists and not 

provide access to neighboring harbours and ports for the local inhabitants. Tour operators 

and service providers contend that the tourism industry could benefit greatly from 

improved water ways and canals.  

Conclusion 
As a land locked country, it is imperative that Zambia capitalize on and improve its inland 

waterways as matter priority, particularly those that provide access to neighboring 

countries and beyond such as Mpulungu Harbour.  
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Furthermore, there are sectors of the population that inhabit islands in and around 

waterbodies and whose sole means of transportation and access to the world beyond is 

along the canals and on the few vessels available.  

The governing legislation of the subsector is largely outdated and needs to be revised 

and aligned with Governments existing policy. Government has rightly recognized that 

the development of the subsector is a crucial factor for the development of the economy 

and improvement of livelihoods as outlined in the National Transport Policy of 2019.  

Recommendations  
Based on the foregoing, the recommendations are as follows:  

1. As a priority Government needs to make sound efforts to build institutional capacity 

within the units and departments mandated by law to oversee the inland water 

transport subsector. This can be achieved in the short term by sourcing the human 

resources and expertise to mange the sector. It is recommended that a multi-

sectoral approach be adopted to ensure low adverse environmental impact whilst 

maximising on trade and commerce.  

2. There is need to review the existing legislation so to better reflect the current state 

of the subsector and also the policies and objectives of government. A dedicated 

department housed within the Ministry of Communications and Transport would be 

optimal with a clear mandate separate from that of the marine Unit of the Zambia 

Police. Such an approach is better suited for purposes of record keeping, 

monitoring and evaluation.   

3. Whilst there has been considerable development of the road networks in Zambia, 

it is recommended that this be undertaken in tandem with other transportation 

sources to enhance linkages across the transport sector.  

4. Due to the considerable cost of rehabilitating water ways and canals and upgrading 

the infrastructure of harbours and ports and procurement of vessels, it is 

recommended that Government engage the private sector in respect of the 

development of the inland water transport system. Due to the high returns that the 

potential trade can yield, there is opportunity to engage in Public Private 

Partnerships. 
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