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NILE TRANSPORT IN UGANDA!®
J. W. KING

The subject of this paper is the historical geography of a transport system
and its role in the economic development of the Bunyoro, Teso, Lango, Acholi
and West Nile Districts of Uganda. Between its origin in 1912 and its closure in
1962 this system consisted of a flotilla of steamers and lighters on the Victoria
Nile and Lake Kioga, a road service operating between Masindi Port and Butiaba,
and a flotilla of vessels on Lake Albert and the Albert Nile (Figs. 1 and 2). This
‘Nile System’ linked northern Uganda with the raillway to Mombasa; and for many
years the System provided the only means whereby bulk commodities could be
transported from northern Uganda to world markets at reasonable cost, and by
- which most of the consumer and other goods needed in the area could be effectively
distributed. = The withdrawal of these facilities in 1962 marked the end of a
significant era in the development of transport in Uganda, and an attempt
is made here to indicate the volume and nature of the traffic carried and to
comment upon the contribution made by the System to the economic development
of the area which it served for half a century.

Towards the end of the nineteenth century modern transport facilities were
introduced into the area of the Nile System both from the north and from the
south. Previously, canoes and human porterage had satisfied the modest trading
needs of the area. Seven vessels were placed on Lake Albert and the Albert Nile
between 1876 and 1900, of which four were associated with Egyptian expansion
through the Sudan, one was launched by H.M. Stanley, and two reflected the
extension of British administration northwards from its centre in Buganda. At
the turn of the century much less was known about Lake Kioga than about Lake
Albert, but between 1906 and 1925 five steamers were placed on Lake Kioga, of
which three continued in service until 1962, Although the Nile connects the two
lakes, the Karuma and Murchison Falls prevented through navigation,
and by 1913 a road had been built from Masindi Port to Butiaba, apart from the
rift escarpment section which involved porterage until 1919. In 1912 the Busoga
Railway linked the source of the Nile at Jinja with Namasagali, the head of
navigation on Lake Kioga. - Steamer services connected Jinja with Kisumu, which
was reached by the railway from Mombasa in 1901, but after 1928 the Nile System
diverted most of its traffic from Jinja when the railway reached the Mbulamuti
junction on the Busoga line. Between 1910 and 1948 four new and larger steamers
were introduced on Lake Albert and the Albert Nile, made necessary by the
gradual expansion of traffic which focussed essentially upon Butiaba and extended
across the lake to the Congo port of Kasenyi and northwards along the Albert .
Nile, via the lighter transfer port of Pakwach, as far as Nimule.

Cargo traffic.

Although the Nile System played a significant role over the years in
transporting passengers, its most important function was the movement of cargo,”
especially exports. Table 1 indicates the approximate number of tons* carried by
the two lake services and road service. Tonnages by perjod consistently increased




Usuban ~ ~ T % Vil

) S iMuLg
Y. N

4 o

o

¢ S THE NILE TRANSPORT

X
v

\ H SYSTEM IN UGANDA
¢ --

C
0
N
G
o

¥ war Ecyrr) |

d 8y RAILS STEMNER
b. Wictorie N a Te MOMBASA

3,78 £1

() 8USO5A RAILWAY
{Jinja~ Namasagoali)

@ L.KIOGA 8 VICTORIA NILE
STEAMER SERVICES

(3 MASINGI ROAD SERVICE
{Masindi Port - Butiaba)

@LABERT B ALBERTMILE |
STEANER SERVICES \ ,

FALLS 8 RAPIDS e

Figure |

S g 55 ,;m.ﬁg_};iﬁggn,ﬂc“a b N B TR RS b Tt
R T . [ il il i ak oo o




CARGO TRANSPORTED BY THE NILE SYSTEM,*
1908-1960, IN TONS FOR SPECIFIED PERIODS?

NILE TRANSPORT IN UGANDA

TABLE 1

Period
(For 5-year Lake Kioga Masind;i Lake Albert
period, average & motor road & Totals
annual tonnage Victoria Nile service Albert Nile
is shown)
1908 432 0 — 432
1909 149 0 222 371
1910—14 4,351 [(1941 only-556) 214 4,565
1915—19 9,664 692 638 10,302
1920—24 14,329 3,218 1,053 18,600
1925—29 32,721 8.483 5,499 46,703
1930—34 29,920 10,403 9,767 50,090
1935—39 39,351 15,654 15,863 70,868
194044 41,653 25,935 19,587 87,175
1945—49 50,294 29,777 21,805 101,876
195054 71.451 32,987 28,343 132,781
1955—359 67.984 33.002 33.643 134,629
1960 43,583 24,997 29,655 108,235

1. Tonnages handled by the Busoga Railway are omitted.

2. Excludes non-revenuie military

Sources:

Archives, S.M.P,,

Annual

and railway administration traffic,

Reports of the

Colonial Reports, Uganda (1907-1913), Annual Reports of the General Manager
of the Busoga Railway Marine, Uganda Railway (1913-1925); Entebbe Secretariat
Transport Department (1915-1923),
Annual Reports of the General Manager of the Kenya-Ugandg Railway (1926-
1947); and Annual Reports of the. General Manager on the Administration of

of The East Africa Railways and Harbours (1948-1960).

Note:

. of services it passed over.

c¢olumn.

Tonnage totals in the right-hand column are somewhat misleading because the same
ton of cargo would be counted one, two or three times depending upon the number
Thus a ton of cargo moving from Namasagali to Rhino
Camp would be counted three times, and would account for three tons in the end
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until the last single year shown, i.e., 1960. The year in which the 110St tonnage

Wwas transported was 1955, with 155,240 tons.

Various factors influenced annual tonnages, including the two world wars,
the depression of the 1930’s, fluctuating cotton prices, the size of cotton crops, and
in the late 1950’ intense competition from privately-owned 'lorries, Cargo

moved by the Lake Albert and Albert Nile service, but the latter gradually
increased its proportion of Nile System tonnage after a poor start, For the entire
period from 1908 to 1960 inclusive the System handled approximately 3,405,000
tons of revenue cargo, of which 55 per cent moved on Lake Kioga, 24 per cent
passed over the Masindi road service, and 21 per cent was handled by the Lake

between up-country and down-country traffic origins and destinations.  The
various ports on Lake Kioga despatched more tonnage to Namasagalj than they
received, and the Masind; road service handled much more cargo westbound
to Lake Albert than eastbound. On Lake Albert, the Congo port of Kasenyi
recetved more than it despatched, which was normal in view of the demands
arising from the Kilo-Moto gold fields, Pakwach despatched 1,071 tons, most
of this amount moving as seed cotton to the Rhino Camp ginnery before jtg down-
country journey as cotton lint and seed. The relatively large up-country shipments
from Masindi Town were exceptional and helped 10 provide the only unusual

a Sudanese port. TIn general, very little tonnage moved between Uganda and the

~ Sudan, and the exceptional shipments of 1947, consisting mainly of sugar, coffee,

and timber, were due to shortages in the Sudan and a temporary lowering of tariff
barriers.

The chief commodity handled by the Nile System was cotton. In the very
carliest years, raw cottop was moved to Namasagali, but ag ginneries were erected
at ports such ag Bugondo, Atura, Masindj Port, Rhino Camp, and_ elsewhere, Very

later years most Cottonseed was sent to crushing mills withip Uganda, At
Namasagali, receipts of cotton lint and cottonseed were invariably over 60 per
cent of total tonnage and in most years approached and even exceeded 80 per
cent. As might be expected, there wag 3 correlation between the amount of
cotton production in the areq each year and tonnage handled. Not only did a

goods rose and fel] according to the income received by farmers, However,
imports brought in by the Nile System fluctuated Jegs than exports to Mombasa
because farmers saved g part of their income during successful Crop years and
Spent it slowly for goods in succeeding years, Qther commodities coming in to
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Namasagali were coffee, sugar, sisal, hides and skins, oil seeds, cattle cake,
timber, palm oil (through Kasenyi) and livestock,

Over the years, commodities entering the area of the Nile System were largely
manutactured goods, including petroleum products, corrugated iron, machinery,
cement, cotton piece goods, salt, and miscelianeous finished products. Imported
foodstuffs became much more important as incomes increased in the later years
and as lorries captured the traffic in light manufactures, petioleum, and cement,
In a special study of the port of Atura, which served Gulu, for example; it was
forad that in 1960 approximately 63 per cent of imports consisted of foodstuffs,
with the largest singie item being maize meal and flour.s Next in tonnage were
salt, wheat four, gunny bags, and sugar. The origin of Atura’s imports via the
E.A.R. & H. is shown in Figure 5. About half of the imports, particularly salt,
originated in Mombasa, while Kampala’s contribution was primarily maize flour,

The number of ports served fluctuated over the years. As cotton production
increased in the Lake Kioga area, the number of ports increased. This tendency
was countered, however, by a expanding road system after 1920, which tended to
focus on certain ports, and the diversion of some traffic to the Soroti railhead
after 1929. In 1920, the lake flotilla served nineteen ports; by 1952, only nine
were visited. On Lake Albert and the Albert Nile, however, from twelve to
fifteen ports operated throughout the period, The explanation here was lack of
road and rail competition and the fact that several cotton ports along the Albert
Nile could be easily reached at little ©Xpense as steamers travelled between
Pakwach and Nimule.

Another characteristic of the Nile System was the greater tonnage moving out
3 of the area than into it. This is typical of a system handling bulk goods for
g4 export and importing a variety of lighter manufactured goods and foods. Between

1913 and 1960, 54 per cent of tonnage handled at Namasagali was received from
3 lake ports. At Butiaba, on the other hand, 69 per cent of the port’s traffic was
= moving out to lake and Albert Nile destinations. Large shipments of machinery
5 and stores to Kasenyi for the Kilo-Moto gold fields were mainly responsible for
this along with a lack of down-country exports. It was only in the 1950%
| 8 that Butiaba began to balance the tonnage of jts trade as traffic to Kasenyi declined
' and West Nile began to produce larger cotton Crops.
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On Lake Albert and the Albert Nile, traffic between ports other than Butiaba
represented a somewhat greater proportion of tonnage mainly because of
shipments of raw cotton from smaller ports to the Rhino Camp ginnery.

e e

T whole, but could not cope with heavy shipments of cotton lint and seed at times,
which led to many complaints and loss of traffic to other carriers. In 1960, for
example, the System handled 16,214 tons in February, but only 2,184 in November,

o
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NILE SYSTEM TRAFFIC FLOW, 1947
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