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Main Findings from the 

Case Studies

This chapter presents data on cargo dwell time in the six ports studied—
Dar es Salaam, Douala, Durban, Lomé, Mombasa, and Tema—and strives 
to explain the main causes of delays.1 It demonstrates that long dwell 
times are the norm in Sub-Saharan Africa. Moreover, despite numerous 
contributing factors, storage is the most important in most cases. The 
chapter is divided into two types of case studies: the first type gives 
benchmark figures, while the second type provides shipment-level analy-
sis for Dar es Salaam and Douala and, therefore, is more useful than the 
usual analyses for understanding the main issues in this regard.

Dwell Time Benchmarks 

In terms of performance, Durban appears to be a good benchmark for 
South African ports and, even more important, for Sub-Saharan African 
ports. Durban has by far the lowest cargo dwell time in Southern Africa 
and in Sub-Saharan Africa in general. Durban’s dwell time is comparable 
to that of most ports in Europe or Asia, where dwell times of three to four 
days are the norm.

In Sub-Saharan Africa, dwell time in ports like Mombasa or Dar es 
Salaam is between 10 and 12 days, and, in the other major ports, it is 
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longer than 15 days. Sub-Saharan African ports are unique in this 
regard.

When cargo dwell time is broken into operational, transactional, and 
storage dwell time,2 Durban compares favorably with Mombasa and even 
more so with Douala on each factor (table 3.1). Storage plays a major role 
and is therefore discussed in chapter 4. 

In these three ports, a significant amount of dwell time is attributable 
to transactional factors and storage. Although operational, transactional, 
and storage factors are common across the three ports, they differ in their 
impact on dwell time and cargo delays. 

Moreover, dwell time depends mainly on the actions of importers, 
brokers, banks, and preshipment agencies: in Douala, all of them account 
for 13.5 days (70 percent of total time), whereas customs procedures 
account for 3 percent of total time, according to customs data. The share 
can be even higher if a customs agent and a broker take time to bargain 
(Djeuwo 2011).

Although operational dwell time is not the main factor explaining 
cargo dwell time, the condition of yard equipment does have an impact 
(limited to a few days). If equipment is in short supply or poorly main-
tained, this can reduce productivity and lead to yard congestion. This 
situation is particularly common in Dar es Salaam and Mombasa, where 
yard congestion is a recurrent problem.

Case Studies 

This section presents cargo dwell time for the ports of Durban, Mombasa, 
Tema, and Lomé.

Table 3.1 Average Cargo Dwell Time in Durban, Mombasa, and Douala Ports

Dwell 
time factor

Durban Mombasa Douala

Number 
of days

Ratio of 
days to 

benchmarks
Number 
of days

Ratio of 
days to 

benchmark
Number 
of days

Ratio of 
days to 

benchmark

Operational 2 1.0 5 2.5 5 2.5

Transactional 1 1.0 3 3.0 5 5.0

Storage 1 1.0 3 3.0 9 9.0

Total dwell 

time 4 1.0 11 2.7 19 4.7

Source: Authors. 
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Durban 
Durban enjoys unparalleled dominance in Sub-Saharan Africa with 
regard to both size and performance, but Transnet Port Terminal’s aspi-
ration to make Durban globally competitive means that the port is 
expected to meet the standards of other international ports, such as 
those of Rotterdam, Singapore, and others. Durban port shows that 
cargo dwell time is mainly a function of the characteristics of the pri-
vate sector, but the onus is on public sector players, such as customs 
officials and the port authority, to put pressure on private sector users 
to comply with the rules and reduce cargo dwell time. It is still possible 
to reduce cargo dwell time in Durban, although this would be more 
difficult than it was in the early 2000s.

Data obtained for the Durban Container Terminal indicates an average 
of three to four days of dwell time since 2006. Figure 3.1 shows that the 
average dwell time at the port is less than four days for both imports and 
exports, with a slight peak of five to seven days around May 2010, which 
correlates with a strike at the port.

Dwell time for transshipments is around five to 10 days, with a few 
irregular peaks at around the 15-day mark, notably between July and 
September.3 This is also related to the fact that “free time”4 for transship-
ment is set at seven days instead of three (with low charges for stays 
shorter than 15 days).

Cargo is generally moved from the terminal to bonded warehouses 
before the free storage period of three days expires. The information pro-
vided, therefore, does not capture all dwell time figures for the port. 

Figure 3.1 Dwell Time at Durban Container Terminal Pier 2, 2006–10 
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Additional data were also collected from agents handling cargo during the 
period from January to December 2010. According to owners of the main 
shipping lines and warehouses, less than 10 percent of containers go 
beyond the three-day period and less than 1 percent go beyond 28 days. 
Based on multiple interviews, it is possible to reconstruct dwell time fre-
quency (see figure 3.2).

Mombasa 
In the port of Mombasa, the average dwell time in 2007 was about 13 days, 
implying about five days of discretionary time. 

While the reported average dwell time at the end of 2008 was about 
nine days, when the off-dock container yard (ODCY) boxes were 
included, this was closer to 11 days. Similarly, at the end of 2009, the 
reported average dwell time was six days, but when the ODCY contain-
ers were included, the average was closer to nine days. Although less 
dramatic than suggested in the port statistics, the reduction in dwell time 
was still significant.

The decline reported by the Kenya Ports Authority was consistent 
with the observations of the shipping lines and ODCY operators. One 
shipping line interviewed indicated that the decline in dwell time for 
the combination of transit and domestic imports leveled off at about 
7.5 days. 

The decline in dwell time after 2007 was significant for both domestic 
imports and transit imports: the average time spent in port was 12.5 and 

Figure 3.2 Cargo Dwell Time Frequency in Durban Port 
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14.8 days for domestic and transit imports, respectively. This implies a 
reduction of nearly eight days for transit cargo and about five days for 
imports. The reduction for domestic imports was due primarily to the 
reduction in congestion, as simpler procedures for processing documents 
probably saved one or two days. 

The downward trend was attributable to three main factors: (a) 
improvement in cargo clearance procedures, (b) increase in storage tariffs, 
and (c) improvement in inland transportation, which allowed cargo to 
move more easily through and out of the port. 

Tema 
Average dwell time in Tema is around 20 days and remains rather stable. 
Few structural impediments exist to explain the relatively long dwell 
time for containers unloaded in the port of Tema. Berth productivity is 
reasonable for the region, and the time spent unloading does not contrib-
ute significantly to dwell time. 

Although the regulatory procedures—in particular, cargo clearance 
activities—are unnecessarily complex and cumbersome given the level 
of technology employed, this does not have a significant impact on 
dwell time because it is possible to approve the valuation and classifica-
tion of cargo prior to its arrival. As a result, most importers can complete 
clearance procedures within four to five days after arrival. It is reason-
able to expect most containers to be cleared within a period of three to 
eight days.5 

In contrast to these numbers, Meridian Port Services reported for 
2009 that the average dwell time was 16.7 days for import containers, 
21.3 days for inbound transit containers, 4.2 days for loaded export 
containers, and 6.1 days for empty outbound containers. The average for 
the combination of import and transit containers was 17.2 days, about 
11 days more than the estimated processing time. 

The slow decline in average dwell time reported by the port of Tema 
appears to have had a small impact on long-stay cargo. This is normal 
because containers do not stay in port because of normal clearance pro-
cedures or problems related to documentation and cash flow. Much of 
the very long-stay cargo is abandoned and must eventually be removed 
through customs seizure. Customs requires shipping lines to send a list 
of uncleared containers that have been in port more than 21 days. 
Customs then declares the cargo as long stay, but no specific rules gov-
ern when the content of these containers must be declared unclaimed 
and auctioned. Customs is often reluctant to go through the auction 
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procedure, which is time-consuming and frequently gives rise to accusa-
tions of malfeasance.6 

Lomé 
The port of Lomé is an important hub for West and Central African 
maritime transport flows. With its natural draft of 14 meters, it is the only 
genuine deep-sea port in the subregion, ideally located at the heart of 
West African shipping networks. Regular calls are composed of both 
mother ships for east-west routes and feeder vessels for the region. 

Container traffic has increased fourfold or fivefold since stevedoring 
activities were privatized in 2001; as a consequence, the port has reached 
the limit of its container-handling capacity. Two major projects to 
increase capacity are under way: the construction of a new pier dedicated 
to container traffic and the construction of a new port with a capacity of 
1.5 million TEUs (20-foot equivalent units). Lomé cannot rely on a large 
domestic market, contrary to Tema, which benefits from Ghanaian traf-
fic, Abidjan, which benefits from Côte d’Ivoire traffic, and Cotonou, 
which benefits from Benin traffic, though to a lesser extent (table 3.2 
presents free time for select ports). Therefore, Lomé offers exceptionally 
long free time for traffic in transit. 

Cargo in transit represents about half of the volume of container traf-
fic in Lomé, as shown in figure 3.3. Procedures for containers in transit 
are similar to those for domestic traffic, with the noticeable difference 
that transiting cargo benefits from a longer free time period. 

The downside is that this policy provides shippers with an incentive to 
use the port as a storage area and therefore has a significant impact 
on dwell time. A comprehensive data analysis demonstrates that only 
one-fourth of container imports are cleared in seven days or less, and the 
average port dwell time is 18 days in Lomé, which is comparable to other 
ports in the subregion. Figure 3.4 presents the distribution of container 
imports per dwell time interval.

Table 3.2 Free Time in Selected Ports

Port
Amount of free time

(number of days)

Durban 3

Douala 11

Lomé (transit) 21

Hong Kong SAR, China 5

Source: Data provided by port authorities.
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Figure 3.3 Container Traffic in Lomé Port, by Type of Cargo 
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Figure 3.4 Dwell Time for Container Imports in Lomé Port, 2009 
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Note: Port authorities contest these figures and give lower dwell times because containers are dropped from sta-

tistics when they exit the yard. Comprehensive and reliable statistics in Lomé are not published transparently or 

regularly, contrary to all of the other ports studied, except Tema.

The following are the main components of delay in Lomé:

• Delay between vessel arrival and exchange of bill of lading 
• Delay between the lodging of customs declaration and payment of 

fees 
• Delay between the issue of delivery note and exit from port.

The stakeholders differ in each case. The first cause of delay is attrib-
utable to shipping lines and customs administration, the second, to 



32       Why Does Cargo Spend Weeks in Sub-Saharan African Ports?

customs brokers and customs administration, and the third, to customs 
brokers and container-handling companies. No prearrival clearance is 
possible at this time, which is a major obstacle to efforts to reduce 
cargo dwell time. 

Shipment-Level Case Studies 

The next two case studies present shipment-level analysis for the ports of 
Dar es Salaam and Douala. Analysis is based on several thousand observa-
tions over several months. It demonstrates the importance of various fac-
tors to explain long cargo dwell time, such as low volume,  high value 
density, high fiscal pressure, and market concentration of clearing and 
forwarding (C&F) agents. These factors are applicable to the other ports 
studied, with the exception of Durban.

Dar es Salaam  
The continuous growth in traffic since 2000, combined with an increase 
in dwell time, has caused a steady increase in the average number of 
containers stored in the container yard of Tanzania International 
Container Terminal Services (TICTS),7 leading eventually to severe con-
gestion. Prior to the increase in capacity in 2009, long dwell time for 
containers was the major factor determining high occupancy in the 
TICTS container yard. 

Although it is difficult to estimate annual container-handling capacity 
precisely because of the subjective nature of operational indicators, such 
as number of berths, number of storage slots, or handling times, and 
because of the tight relation between capacity and quality of service, the 
container terminal in Dar es Salaam was expected to handle up to 
250,000 containers a year when the concession was awarded in 2000.

Some additional equipment has been purchased since, and the total 
capacity has probably increased 10–30 percent. This increase in capacity 
has been far from sufficient, and the TICTS operator is unable to cope 
with the ever-increasing amount of container traffic, which reached close 
to 350,000 containers a year in 2008 (figure 3.5).

This traffic was equivalent to more than a million tons of imported 
goods in 2008. Table 3.3 shows the volume and destination of these 
imports for one quarter of that year and the relative distribution by country 
of destination. Local imports are by far the most important category, and 
the Democratic Republic of Congo, Rwanda, and Zambia are the primary 
destinations of transiting goods. The port of Dar es Salaam is a significant 
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gateway for a wide region comprising, in particular, Burundi, eastern 
Democratic Republic of Congo, northern Zambia, and Rwanda, but its 
market share for each of these destinations remains low, as it apparently 
does not constitute a serious competitor to the main Kenyan, Mozambican, 
or South African ports, despite its favorable geographic position.

Dwell time for both imports and exports declined during the initial 
years of the concession and then rose, especially during 2008–09, before 
declining again to 14 days in 2011. Although the average dwell time for 
import containers was about 18 days in 2009, more than a third left the 
port within seven days. 

Table 3.3 Volume of Containerized Imports in Dar es Salaam Port, 
by Final Destination, September to November 2008

Final destination Tons % of containers

Domestic 302,840 71.9

Transit 118,220 28.1

Congo, Dem. Rep. 50,060 11.9 

Zambia 27,600 6.6 

Rwanda 21,000 5.0 

Burundi 14,880 3.5 

Uganda 2,760 0.7 

Malawi 1,780 0.4 

Kenya 100 < 0.1 

Total 421,060  100

Source: Dar es Salaam Port data for 2008.

Figure 3.5 Volume of Traffic and Terminal Capacity in Dar es Salaam Port, 2000–07
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In 2008, a specialized committee to address the problem of high dwell 
time—the Port Improvement Committee—was created under the impe-
tus of the president of Tanzania. An important measure was to change 
the container terminal tariffs. In August 2009, storage charges were 
doubled, and free time was reduced from 10 to seven calendar days for 
imports but remained at 15 calendar days for transit cargo. Subsequently, 
a late clearance fee was introduced to encourage consignees to clear cargo 
within the free time period. This was intended to encourage importers to 
remove their cargo more rapidly, but the impact of this measure is diffi-
cult to determine. 

There is a large set of consignees for both domestic and transit markets, 
with 2,205 different consignees for the domestic market and 1,351 for 
the transit market. The bulk of demand is from traders, but all other sec-
tors (pharmaceutical industry, construction industry, public sector) are 
also represented. 

Data collected show that 352 clearing agents handled local cargo clear-
ance operations for more than 2,200 consignees over the period consid-
ered. This means that each clearing agent works, on average, for only six 
or seven consignees. At the same time, 95 clearing agents cleared goods 
for transit markets for 1,351 different consignees. On average, a clearing 
agent therefore works for 14 clients, which means that the clearing mar-
ket is more concentrated for goods in transit than for local cargo. 

If we look in more detail into clearing market concentration, more 
than 50 percent of the clearing market for goods in transit is in the 
hands of the seven top clearing agents, and 80 percent of the market is 
in the hands of the top 20. The 75 other clearing agents only handle 
marginal volumes. In general, clearing agents offer services for different 
destinations (Burundi, Rwanda), but some have a strong presence in a 
specific market.

For domestic traffic, market shares are fragmented, and the highest 
market share observed for a single clearing agent is 3.5 percent. The top 
20 clearing agents only handle 35 percent of total domestic imports. In 
addition, these clearing agents do not have a strong presence in the transit 
market and focus mainly on domestic clearance operations because of the 
high perceived risk related to transit flows. 

If we look at the characteristics of local imports and imports to land-
locked countries, a standard operation consists of the clearance of a single 
20-foot container for domestic imports and a single 40-foot container 
for transit traffic. The average number of containers per bill of lading is 
1.83 for domestic traffic and 1.45 for transiting goods. About 90 percent 
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of all bills of lading relate to one container. In a few cases, several con-
tainers are grouped in the same bill of lading, but this is rare. The maxi-
mum number of containers handled in the same bill of lading is 50 for 
domestic imports and 40 for transit imports, which translates into very 
few economies of scale for C&F and customs agents in general.

Average tonnage per container is higher for transit traffic than for local 
traffic (table 3.4). This is justified by the wider use of 40-foot containers 
for transit operations.

A main indicator of the efficiency of logistics operations in a port is 
average clearance time. However, the clearance process is a succession of 
operations, each leading to a specific delay. Using the customs release 
database, we consider individual data on two complementary operations 
that contribute to the overall delay in clearance: the payment of port dues 
and the physical transfer of containers to the client.

We can therefore monitor two aggregate delays: (a) time between 
unloading and payment of the invoice and (b) time between unloading 
and delivery to the client. The former is generally the main component 
of the latter, because cargo is retained within the port facilities until all 
taxes and dues have been paid. However, for a significant proportion of 
the sample, containers remain in the port despite the effective payment 
of all invoices. 

Let us first focus on the aggregate delay between unloading of the 
container and final delivery to the client. Table 3.5 sums up the main 
statistics of this indicator across our sample. We consider the number of 
observations to be statistically significant enough to make general conclu-
sions about the efficiency of port clearance operations.

Mean values are comparable for most destinations, with an average 
total delay of nine days for local imports and 12 days for transiting 
goods. Maximum and minimum values are also comparable for different 
destinations, with a 0-day minimum for a marginal set of urgent 
shipments well prepared in advance (1.38 percent for transit and 2.35 
percent for local). 

Table 3.4 Average Tonnage per Container for Local and Transit Containerized 
 Imports in Dar es Salaam Port

Type of traffic Tons Number of containers Average tons per hectare

Total 421,060 14,946 28

Local 302,840 11,116 27

Transit 118,220 3,830 31

Source: Dar es Salaam Port data for 2008.
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Both types of traffic have long tails that reach 50 days for local 
imports and roughly 40 days for transit. A significant share of both 
types of traffic is handled in less than 10 days (46 percent for transit 
and 57 percent for local), which would be considered satisfactory by 
international standards.

This leads us to the assumption that average clearance delays are 
long because of a marginal proportion of problematic shipments. We 
can test this assumption by looking at the quartile distribution of each 
set of delays.

As shown in table 3.6, the middle 50 percent of the shipments for 
each destination is concentrated in the lower values of total clearance 
time (less than 30 percent of the maximum delay). This means that 
only a quarter of the shipments for each destination have a delivery 
time that considerably exceeds the mean value. It is therefore of the 
utmost importance to work on the quarter of shipments that are prob-
lematic, create congestion, and impede the other three-quarters of 
shipments. 

As for cross-country comparison, longer dwell times are evident for 
Burundi, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and Zambia among transit 
countries, with typical dwell times of 13 to 25 days. Rwanda and 
Uganda have shorter average dwell times (11 days) for domestic traffic 
(13 days), which means that the clearance process is more efficient for 
these two countries. Median value is also inferior (seven compared with 
nine days). As for dispersion across the sample, the statistic for domestic 
traffic is very scattered, with a median value more than 10 times lower 
than the maximum value. This is also applicable for traffic in transit. 

Table 3.5 Statistical Distribution of Aggregate Delay between Unloading 
from Vessel and Final Delivery to the Client in Dar es Salaam Port, 
September to November 2008

Indicator Local All transit
Congo, 

Dem. Rep. Zambia Rwanda Burundi Uganda

Maximum 107 119 113 112 70 80 56

Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

Mean 13 15 15 16 11 16 11

Median 9 12 13 13 7 15 7

Standard 

deviations 13 13 12 13 11 12 12

Total traffic 302,840 118,180 50,060 27,600 21,000 14,880 2,760

Source: Dar es Salaam Port data for 2008.
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Median values are always inferior to mean values, as shown by the long 
tails leading to higher dwell times.

Irrespective of the destination country, dwell time of between five and 
20 days is the most typical in Dar es Salaam port. 

In conclusion, the situation in Dar es Salaam is not as bad as perceived 
(in the context of Sub-Saharan Africa). Approximately one-quarter of 
shipments are problematic, but mean dwell time is around one to two 
weeks. This is not up to the standards of the developed world, but it is 
rather good for a port in a Sub-Saharan African country. 

In terms of benchmarking, since problematic shipments are difficult 
to eradicate, are related to governance or competency issues, and bias the 
mean dwell time, improving the performance of the first quartile or 
median should be the target. For Dar es Salaam, the goal should be set 
at between four and nine days for local traffic and at between five and 
12 days for transit traffic. 

Douala 
Recent statistics from the container terminal operator indicate an average 
dwell time of 19.3 days for the first semester of 2010. This value has been 
quite stable in the last few years, despite strong and consistent growth in 
traffic (figure 3.6).8

Dwell time varies significantly, with a standard deviation equal to 
160 percent of the mean value (table 3.7). A sequential analysis of 
delays shows that this variance is mainly the consequence of variance 
between vessel arrival and customs declaration lodging (referred to as 
“arrival to lodging” delays). Delay between payment of customs dues 
and gate exit (“payment to gate”) also varies significantly according to 
shipment. These two intermediary delays account, on average, for 
75 percent of total dwell time (“arrival to gate”). In contrast, the delay 

Table 3.6 Statistical Distribution of Dwell Time in Destination Countries, 2008

Indicator Local Transit Burundi
Congo, 

Dem. Rep. Rwanda Uganda Zambia

Minimum 0 0 0 0 0 0 0

First quartile 4 5 6 6 3 3 6

Median 9 12 15 13 7 7 13

Mean 13 15 16 15 11 11 16

Third quartile 17 22 24 21 15 16 23

Maximum 107 119 80 113 79 56 112

Source: Dar es Salaam Port data for 2008.
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between lodging and payment of customs dues (“lodging to payment”) 
is quite low.

For shippers (importers or exporters), dwell time in ports can include 
a temporary storage period, which is justified either by the time necessary 
to complete cargo clearance formalities (transactional dwell time) or by 
a decision to leave cargo in the port for a defined number of days after 
clearance (storage). Field investigations revealed that the latter case is 
common and that inventory management strategies coupled with nego-
tiations of demurrage costs with shipping carriers cause shippers to use 
the port as a relatively cheap long-term warehouse. The desired cargo 
dwell time for most shippers ranges from five to 30 days for imports.9 

Table 3.7 Statistical Distribution of Cargo Dwell Time in Douala Port, 
by Component, 2009

number of days

Indicator Arrival to gate
Arrival 

to lodging
Lodging 

to payment Payment to gate

Minimum 1 1 1 1

First quartile 8 3 1 1

Median 14 7 3 4

Mean 24.0 13.0 4.7 11.4

Third quartile 26 15 5 8

Maximum 566 446 340 387

Interquartile range 18 12 4 7

Source: Refas and Cantens 2011.

Figure 3.6 Dwell Time in Douala Port, 2009 
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Customs administration is also concerned with container dwell time 
because tax avoidance and cargo abandonment are associated with long 
dwell times.10 In the port of Douala, there is a large dispersion of values 
in the distribution of dwell times, with a broad-tail shape that is quite 
specific to developing regions (figure 3.7).

The shape of the distribution, with a higher concentration of obser-
vations in lower values, demonstrates that all containers are not affected 
by long dwell time in the same way. A minority of containers (less than 
25 percent) are affected by very long dwell times, while half of contain-
ers have acceptable values that range between 0 and 14 days. The 
10-day gap between median and mean values is quite substantial and 
shows that policies targeting problematic segments (very long and 
abnormal delays) should be given high priority. The highest 15 values 
reported exceed 130 days, and some containers are yet to be cleared 
from port after a stay of more than 200 days.

An interesting feature of the distribution of cargo dwell times in 
Douala (verified over a two-year period) is the multimodality of the dis-
tribution (successive peaks). Possible explanations for the peaks observed 
include a psychological threshold linked to expiration of the free time 
period (an interesting opportunity to obtain free storage that shippers 
want to take full advantage of), expiration of negotiated free time 
(demurrage costs are most dissuasive in the first weeks), or negotiated 
objectives and application of penalties with brokers and agents (for 
example, clearance in less than two weeks or less than a month). Some 
seasonality is evident in these trends, with a more significant peak around 
11 days in the second trimester of the year and a dominance of short 

Figure 3.7 Cargo Dwell Time in Douala Port, 2009 
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dwell times in the last trimester, but the general observance of discrete 
behaviors is consistent throughout the year. 

In addition to these behavioral factors, shipment-level analysis also 
demonstrates that average dwell time varies across the sample according 
to cargo characteristics such as fiscal regime, bulking, density of value, and 
type of cargo. 

Fiscal pressure seems to play a role in cargo dwell time. The correlation 
tends to be positive: higher fiscal pressure leads to higher dwell time, with 
a noticeable exception for duty-free items that have a relatively long aver-
age dwell time, despite the absence of duties; this could be linked to 
“bargaining time” between the customs broker and customs agent, a mis-
classification, a duty-free line, or simply the time to produce additional 
documents (table 3.8).

Bulking of containers also seems to play a role in the pattern of cargo 
dwell time: less-than-full-load containers take about three more days 
than full-load containers to be cleared from the port (table 3.9). This 
is paradoxical in the sense that bulking is usually performed by logistics 
providers with storage facilities outside the port, who should, in theory, 
want to minimize cargo stay in the port to maximize cargo stay in their 
own facilities. This could also be related to the fact that the risk of 
being inspected by customs may be higher if consolidated loads are not 
homogeneous.

Table 3.8 Average Dwell Time in Douala Port, by Range of Tariff Duties

Range of tariff duties 
Average dwell time 

(days) Number of containers

0% (duty free) 21.6 5,101

0–27.8% (necessity goods or duty free) 18.9 3,613

27.8–33.7% (raw materials) 19.2 6,676

33.7–45.7% (semifinished goods) 21.3 11,992

More than 46.7% (finished goods) 22.1 19,119

Source: Refas and Cantens 2011.

Table 3.9 Average Dwell Time in Douala Port,  by Type of Consignment

Consignment type Number of containers
Average dwell time 

(days)

Full container load 29,698 19.8

Less-than-full container load 26,524 22.6

Source: Refas and Cantens 2011.
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Density of value is an important determinant of logistics strategies, 
as it is a leading driver of holding and transportation costs (table 3.10). 
An analysis of cargo dwell times and density of value confirms the 
crucial importance of this variable. The correlation is positive: higher 
cargo value leads to higher dwell times. The analysis of gaps between 
the three categories leads to the conclusion that low-value goods exit 
the port faster than high-value goods (about two days faster on aver-
age), which would reflect a better performance of both shippers and 
brokers. 

This may seem counterintuitive because owners of high-value cargo 
should exert more pressure to move their goods out of the port quickly. 
However, tariff duties are higher for high-value goods, and agents put 
them under more scrutiny than low-value goods in an effort to limit fraud. 
This would explain why high-value goods have longer dwell times.

The variety of imports is significant at the country level, and a thor-
ough analysis of cargo dwell time by commodity is difficult. Looking 
at different categories of cargo, however, using the two-digit Harmonized 
System code provides a broad sense of the patterns of clearance by 
type of cargo. We use 15 categories, most of which account for at least 
5 percent of the total volume of imports. Table 3.11 shows the signifi-
cant variance of average dwell time across different categories. While 
chemicals and allied industries are cleared in 16 days, on average, fin-
ished goods, such as machinery, foodstuffs, or transport vehicles and 
parts, remain in the port terminal for more than 24 days, on average. 
Further understanding of these differences is needed, and it is impor-
tant to look at inventory management strategies in particular. In the 
meantime, this brief analysis confirms that the type of commodity is a 
crucial determinant of cargo dwell time.

Finally, the operations of third parties such as C&F agents, shipping 
agents, or shipping lines play an important role in cargo dwell time and 

Table 3.10 Average Dwell Time in Douala Port, by Density of Value

Density of value 
(FCFA per kilogram)

Number of 
containers

Average 
dwell time 

(days)
Arrival 

to lodging
Lodging 

to payment
Payment 
to gate

Less than 1,000 38,432 20.3 10.4 4.3 5.9

1,000–6,500 15,092 22.8 12.1 4.4 6.6

More than 6,500 2,318 24.7 12.4 4.9 7.5

Source: Refas and Cantens 2011.

Note: FCFA = Franc Communauté Financière Africaine.
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Table 3.11 Average Dwell Time in Douala Port, by Type of Commodity

Product category

Average 
dwell time 

(days)
Number of 
containers

% of 
containers

Chemicals and allied industries 16.4 5,945 13

Foodstuffs 24.2 5,744 12

Plastics and rubber 21.5 4,883 11

Machinery electrical 24.3 4,773 10

Stone and glass 22.9 4,036 9

Metals 19.9 3,589 8

Textiles 19.9 3,571 8

Vegetable products 21.4 3,430 7

Miscellaneous 23.1 2,646 6

Wood and wooden products 18.0 2,431 5

Mineral products 18.0 2,418 5

Transportation 26.2 1,623 3

Footwear and headgear 16.2 593 1

Raw hides, skins, leather, and furs 18.4 558 1

Other 30.9 261 1

Source: Refas and Cantens 2011.

so need to be examined. The specific context of the port of Douala is of 
importance when interpreting high dwell times. 

The C&F market is very concentrated in Douala, with an aggregate 
market share of the 20 biggest agents that exceeds 55 percent for con-
tainer imports destined for local consumption. Despite the increase in the 
number of C&F agents in operation (4 percent growth annually), the top 
players gain market share every year. 

This concentration has two adverse effects on dwell times: first, the 
weak negotiating power of clients with the main C&F agents leads to a 
low level of service; second, low-cost, unprofessional C&F agents have no 
choice but to compete for the rest of the market on price at the expense 
of quality. 

As shown in tables 3.12 and 3.13, the time efficiency of the major 
C&F agents for successive operations before the container exits the port 
is poor, in the lowest percentiles. The performance of C&F agents seems 
to be rather idiosyncratic. However, due to their existing market share 
and market concentration, their poor performance does not hamper their 
development (and they probably pass on to the consumer their internal 
deficiencies).

Efficient international trade logistics require standardization and pre-
dictability. However, this standardization can hardly be reached when 
shippers operate with a small number of containers per shipment and a 
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low volume of shipments per year. The average number of containers per 
bill of lading in the port of Douala was 2.2 in 2009. Few shippers have 
regular shipments, and the vast majority of flow is ordered by medium or 
small companies that import fewer than five containers a year. The feed-
back from major C&F agents and port players is that these companies do 
not import regularly enough to have standard and robust processes in 
place. They have little control over import logistics, and they often fail to 
forecast delays in the logistics chain consistently. This is why they face 
much inefficiency in the clearance process, including errors in customs 
declarations, delays in transmission of import documents by suppliers, or 
shortages of liquidity, and this inefficiency is synonymous with long 
delays and high costs. The impact of unpredictability on logistics costs is 
an estimated 25–30 percent of the factory price (Arvis, Raballand, and 
Marteau 2010), while the impact on delays is in days.

Table 3.12 C&F Market Concentration in Douala Port, 2007–10
% of declarations

Rank by market share 2007 2008 2009 2010

Top three C&F agents 18 17 18 20

Top seven C&F agents 31 30 31 33

Top 20 C&F agents 57 51 56 56

Total number of agents 145 151 156 162

Source: Refas and Cantens 2011.

Table 3.13 Time Performance of Main Customs Brokers in Douala Port 
relative performance (percentile)

Rank of 
C&F agent

Time between 
arrival and 

lodging

Time between 
lodging and 
liquidation

Time between 
liquidation 

and payment

Time between 
payment 

and gate exit

1 8 87 58 95

2 50 58 60 76

3 25 74 41 78

4 51 28 64 41

5 59 19 61 52

6 17 9 83 90

7 50 54 75 50

8 62 20 82 23

9 48 56 94 61

10 74 50 81 34

Source: Refas and Cantens 2011. 

Note: Percentile means the rank of the C&F agent for the various steps among all the C&F agents.
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Another significant pattern for container imports passing through 
the port of Douala is the concentration of shipping flows along a few 
main shipping routes. The top three shipping routes account for 
70 percent of total imports (table 3.14). This disrupts the pattern of 
arrivals and creates congestion in the clearance process (transfer to the 
yard, customs clearance formalities) that generates delays throughout 
the chain of operations. 

Finally, the pattern of maritime transport operations may be one of the 
main determinants of inefficient cargo clearance. Two transshipment hubs 
(Algeciras and Las Palmas) account for more than 55 percent of the total 
volume of imports, and the top six origins are all transshipment hubs that 
together account for 87 percent of total volume. The top two routes 
(Algeciras-Douala and Las Palmas–Douala) are also the only two routes 
that run with a fixed day of arrival (Friday and Saturday, respectively). As 
a consequence, Fridays and Saturdays are the busiest days of the week and 
account for more than half of total traffic (table 3.15). This affects the 
performance of clearance operations and encourages shippers to deal 

Table 3.14 Concentration of Container Imports along Main Shipping Routes 
for Douala Port

Port of origin % of container imports Cumulative %

Algéciras 34 34

Las Palmas 22 56

Antwerp 14 70

Singapore 11 81

Dubai 3 84

Genoa 3 87

Source: Refas and Cantens 2011.

Table 3.15 Daily Distribution of Clearance Operations in Douala  
% of operations

Day
Container 
discharge

Declaration 
lodging

Payment 
of dues

Issuance 
of exit bill

Exit from 
yard

Monday 8 25 17 15 15

Tuesday 7 20 23 20 18

Wednesday 7 18 20 21 20

Thursday 9 19 20 21 19

Friday 39 18 19 20 21

Saturday 16 0 0 4 6

Sunday 15 0 0 0 0

Source: Refas and Cantens 2011.
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with clearance operations on a weekly schedule, as was confirmed in local 
interviews.

Another symptom of this lack of awareness of total logistics costs is 
the indifference to variability of arrival day. Maersk Line is the only ship-
ping line that has implemented a fixed weekly schedule on its main 
route, which, in theory, should help shippers to improve the quality of 
forecasts and reduce inventory levels. Mediterranean Shipping Company 
also has recently implemented a fixed schedule for one of its main con-
nections. For all other regular calls, the arrival day is variable, which 
introduces uncertainty and variability in operational schedules, to the 
benefit of the shipping line but to the detriment of shippers and the 
terminal operating company.

This chapter, based on shipment-level analysis, has demonstrated 
that the characteristics of demand matter a lot for the distribution of 
cargo dwell time. Therefore, firm surveys were undertaken in five 
countries in Sub-Saharan Africa to assess the main determinants of 
demand for short or long cargo dwell time. The results are presented 
in chapter 4.

Notes 

 1. For more detailed information on the case studies, see appendix A. 

 2. Storage delay is not isolated, because a slow consignee will also act slowly 
regarding the transaction. For the sake of simplicity, all of the “voluntary” 
delays are put under storage.

 3. Transshipments account for approximately 20 percent of total cargo.

 4. Free time is defined as the time from when the vessel completes discharge 
and the container is stored in the port area without incurring any port storage 
charges. This is set at three days for import containers and seven days for 
transit containers. 

 5. For transit cargo, the average dwell time would be one or two days more 
because of the need to secure a bond, unload the cargo, and arrange for the 
inland bonded movement. For outbound containers, both loaded and empty 
boxes are delivered to the container terminal about three days prior to the 
vessel’s arrival.

 6. Once declared as unclaimed, customs publishes a list of these containers. This 
usually requires about a month. Next, the contents of the containers are 
catalogued and a reserve price is set before the auction takes place. Altogether, 
the process requires at least 60 days. It is especially difficult for consolidated 
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shipments with a large amount of goods, especially used clothing. This proce-
dure cannot be applied to government cargo.

 7. The container terminal in Dar es Salaam was concessioned in 2000.

 8. Container traffic represents about 45 percent of the total tonnage that transits 
through the port of Douala annually. Containers are also the primary mode 
of transport for Cameroonian exports, representing about 75 percent of total 
traffic in tons and about 45 percent of Cameroonian imports.

 9. Free time at the terminal—the period during which a container can reside in 
the container yard without being assessed a demurrage fee—has been set at 
11 days since the concession contract was signed in 2005; this is a somewhat 
long free time given the level of congestion in the port.

10. Article 108 of the customs code of the Central African Economic and 
Monetary Community defines a maximum clearance delay beyond which 
cargo is confiscated and put under bonded storage. This delay is currently 
90 days in Douala, after which the cargo is auctioned.
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