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A NOTE ON TRANSPORT PROBLEMS AND ECANOMIC DEVELGPMENT
IN THE REPUBLIC 5F SUDAN

. RDEEN
Malaenefzz UMve)mag, Kampota

. Poor corrmmicaticns restrict opportmltie.s for using resowroces effec-
tivwely, hinder the di¥fusiocn of ldeas and techniaques, and irpede the process of
natimal inteqgraticn. An efficlent t¥ansport system ls therefore a major pr--
requisite for rapid economlc and soctal advancement., Infortwnately, many of
the weorld's most backward regicna aré faced by conditione particularly” lostile
to the creation of modemn transportaticn:networks, Nowhere arc t_hese deFJ.cul—
ties more c}_ea.rly illustrated than in the Fepublic of Sudan.

Fér more ﬂ1an Z,OCO years the traditicnal ‘products of the middle ‘\Ille

basin - slaves, gum, graihg,: ‘fetals, feathers and skins - werc ¢dllected through :

a caravan network extending across deqert, grasslaid and thick bush, My
routes, such as the famois Darb al-Arbein from the west, focussed on the Riwver-

Nile, always the major outlet to the north, snd towns grew up at inportant nodal :

points (1], . Other trackes converged on H-Le Fed Seéa codét of what is now Sudan
and Ethtopta, and there gver the last two millénnia ‘a succession of ports have
vrospered for a while from trade with Arcbia and India kefors c:uccmrbmq to
changing circurstances and a vicious climate (2],

Elements of a madern commmications system appea.red with the southward
extensian of Turco-Fgyptian rule early in the 19th century. The river route
to Egypt was irproved; seascnal expediticns began to penetrate the Sudd, the -
swarps an the upper reaches of the Nile; while general expansion of dommercs |
brought new life to the decaying Red Sea ports of Suakin and Massawa {3).
Revival was brief, however, for the Mahdtst upriqj.ng of 1B83-84 seriously dis-
rupted intemal and extemal trade, and Mzhdist attacks curtaﬂed plans to lay
a rallway inland from Suskin (4].

When Sudan was eventually re-conguered by Anglo—quptian forces twenty
years lator rallway canstructich - this time up the Nile valley from Wadi Halfa
—- did indeed have a vitzal role in swpplying a large amy 25 it moved evor
deeper into hostile and largely desert territory. Transport projects continued
to receive priority over the first two decades of colonial rule, important both
as a means of extending and securing administrative control aznd of laying a basis
for financial self-sufficlency (5). 1The rail and river route to Egypt soca
praved inadequate as 1t Involved several transhipments, and navigation on the
main Nile is interrupted by cataracts, rocks and shoals. A rallway was there—
fore throwm across semi-arid plains and montaing to Suskin, but the limltations
of the old island port for modern shipping becare dbhvicus even before the line
was completed and a site slxty kilametres to the north was chosen for a new
harbour. Within a yvear of its officlal cpening in 1908 Port Sudan had captured
7% per cent of the cowitry's forelgn trade, leaving Suakin to a slow decline

-from which it has never recovered (6], In the south navigable channels werc

hacked through the Sudd by annual expediticns (7). FReqular stearer services
were then able to provide a tenuous commection with the outside world for
misslons and governmment posts set in the great expanse of swanpland, as ewen
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today they are the main link between north and south in Sudan. Head porter—
age was important away from navigaticn, especially around the higher southem
rim of the comtry vhers climate and dlsease preciuded the use of pack animals.
By the mid=1520s the main agricultural districts of north—eastern Stdan were i
connected by rall to Port Sudan and the capital, Khartoum. Purther railway i
canstruction was brought to a halt by the world depression, and.was resumed only

an the eve of independence 25 vears later.

Early experiments with different forms of read transport - ox-carts,
traction engines, motor lorries = had not been very encouraging.  Consequently
there was 1ittle attempt at systematic road bullding even after lorries began

to replace camels for local coliection and distributicn in the 1%20's, ’
Physical conditims in Sudan favour railway construction, for the main areas of
commercisl famming 112 en black clays and stabilised sands which do nct form
durable road suwrfaces and which lack suitable ballast for road foundatians,

Only on the laterites of the southwest can reasonable motor tradks be maintained
at moderate cost. Railways, on the other hand, can be lald across the plains:
relatively easlly with detailed alignment determined by the presence of per—
manent water supplles and by the need to minimdse seasonal washouts (8), - -

nce a basic rallway network was established in the north-east s agricultural
projects such as the Gezlra cotten scheme tended to be sited alomg 1k, The
growth of long-distance lorry transport as.a potential carpetitor to the
gowrnment-nn railways was then actively discouraged by licensing policy, .
Roads were regarded sinply as- feeders to the rallways, and the development needs
of the greater part of the country which lay beyond the rallway system were thus
ignored, establishing a basis for future regional discontent, :

This attitude was relaxed to some extent during World War TI as gtrategic
pressures revealed lts inadequacies, MNew tracks were cpened up and existing
roads improved by the army, in particular. from Port Sudan to the Nile, to the
Ethigplan border, across the southem swarps to Juba and across the western
sands to French Bquatorial Africa for the rovement of troops and avtation
spirit (9), But cnce the war had passed it was decided that "transport on
these roads can never be ectnamic for local products without great capital cut-
lay", and the westem province of Darfur, for example, remained an economic back-
water "rich in agriculture and onimal Products, but (where) lack of commmica-
tins both within and outside the Provinee prevents thelr profitable distribo—
tian" (10), Henoeforth, motor tracks were cleared and maintained primarily to
facilitate local administration, to bring produce to rallhead, and, in the
central clay plains, to allow excavation of raimwater storage reservoirs, A
major road develcpnen: programme was delaved to within a few vears of indepen-
dence, only to fall into abeyance socn after the transfer of power (11),

Political independence in 1956 brought no major change in the dlrectim
of Sudan's transport policy, Although the level of investment was raised, the
rallways continued to receive most capltal spending, Completion of links west
and scuth-west to Nyala and Way has extended the network almost 50 per cent to
4,756 kilometres of single line track, while there has been an almost conplete
carersion to dlesel locomotiwes, £5.63,000,000, representing 30 per cent of
official Investment, was set asfde in the 1961/71 Ten Year Development Plan for
transport and commmications, and of this more than half was allocated for rail-
way improyement compared with anly ES.4,000,000 for road development (12). By
the end of the plan Sudan had about 350 kilametres of asphalted main road, 186
kilometres of which was the Khartoum-Wad Medani highway initistéd by U,S, atd
as a demonstraticn project, Over the same pertod the mumber of lorries. in the
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! from centres of production by a great stretdh of semi-arid mowmtsing and plains

offering virtually no traffic and swept by seasonal torrents which may isolate .

, the port from the rest of the cowmntry for days and eweri weeks. Regianal

. centres such as Nyald in the west and Juba ‘in the South are more than 2,000

: kilometres from'the Red Sea coabt; and even Fhartoum and the lrrigatién schemes

i of the Gezira, which together geherate tlie greater part of the nétiondl commer-
cial product, are 800 kilometres away (fig. 1), Baslc transbort costs are

| therefore high. ’ C ’

: Lengrdistance truck haulage to Port Sudafi is limited by podr roads and

| climate - tracks are closed by the separate rainy seasans pf the coast and the

| interier - and is largely ‘cannfined to carrilage of high gost durgble imports

. such as tyies, téa and Cloth, Ratl links have also becoie inereasingly inad-

| equate. There 1s a marked seasonal traffic pedk because the main export crops

= cotton, gromdnuts, oil seeds and, in some years, sorchum - all becane avail-

ahle for transport between November and March, while for the rest of the year
capacity is under—utilised. 2t the same tine, expansion of tho railway network
in the 1%50s together with conpletion of sevéral major agricultursl schémes in’
the 19608 placed an increasing burden on thé whole network, and especially an
the two lines to the coast (20), These reinalyi’ single tracks with passihg
points at the stations - in itgelf responsible for long delays = and the 200

kilometre stretch between Haiya Junctich, vhere the wholec network focusses, and

i Port Sudan has becore a méjor bottleneck,

With a view to spreading lead more evenly throushout the vear, cotton ndr
receives priority on the railways and most ‘18 usually cleared béfore the rains
| bresk in June. Grains and groundnuts, which are’less easily damaged bv pro-
longed stordge, are held back in spectally constructed sheds and silos ‘at up-
comntry statlions wntil December, that 15 almost a year after being harvested
(21),  Present plans to further irprove traffic flows inclode onmstruction of
. a pipeline from the Port 8udan oil refinery to the capital and, with Chinese
| assistance, extensicn of thé Khart-un¥ad Medmni highway first to Gedaref,

| centre of an Important grain producing @istrict, and eventually to Port Sudan
I 22), : ' : '

, Even after this anbitious project 1s cawleted, however, much of the
country away from railway and river will remain served anly by rough tradks cut
through bush and scrub by -adventurous drivers. The more inportant tradks
"across the clays arc occasionally graded, but with heawy use they scon bécome
| cornugated and -aré officially closed to movement during the rainy seascn (July-
 Septenber! to prevent rutting., In contrast, routes across the sands are at
| their best after rainfall: ance dry, they become very loose, the consequent
drag trapping wehicles and ralsing fuel consumptian.,  Relaxation of eolonial
: labour requirements has also led to the deterlébration of local roads since
_independence, particularly in hiIl districts, Demandine physical conditions
I greatly rcduce the working life of whicles, and generally limit road transport
to small lorries of seven to teh tal capacity capable of crossing narrow
igullies, even where more economical thirty ton wnits would otherwiss be sultabla,
‘It is still argued that in many districts the lewvel of econamic activity docs
inot warrant the expense of road irprovement, ignoring the fact that lack of
idependab]_e transport services is itself an important conbtributor to rural under—
cdevelopment., Thus ~nooessing factories established at rural sites in the
'1960s - for milk st Babanusa and for fruit and vegetable products at Wau and
|Karima — have cperated at unprofitable lewels partly because of the physical

Jdifficulties involwed in collecting produce and distributing finished products
{23},
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Continuing political instability over the last decade has alsc retarded
transport growth.,  Although Sudan borders eight states, only surface connec—
tions with Egypt have never been intermipted. To some extent similarities of
economies and lewels of development restrict ¢pportunities for trade with
western, eastern and southern neighbours, but legltimete comerce across these
frontiers is now well below the volume of the 19305 when 1t accounted for 10
per cent of forelgn trade (24). Border disputes, comected with Sudanese
sympathy for Moslem dissidents in Chad and Ethicpia and the long rebellion in
southern Sudan, disrupted routes which in some cases predated oolonial rule,
Major policy changes and the ending of hostilities in the south are now being
followed by renewed attempts to reviye .inter-territorial commnicatichs with
suggestions for a rall 1link to the Central African Republic, the revopening of
navigation to the Ethicpian river port of Garbela, ahd cmslderaticon of an all-
weather road direct to Kenya. . !

At the same time transport lirnks arg being restored in the three southem
provinces after a long period of local dissidence which stemmed in part from
the region‘s isclation, Mowerent within the south has always been hindered by
swamps rivers and forests, and tles with the north have been tenucus, Nearly
two decades of conflict and neglect saw roads becae overgrown and brideges
destroyed, while the main river channels were cbstructed by sunken steamers and
cloyged with water hyacinth, In spite of emsiderable reconstruction since
regional autonow for the south was lmplemented in March 1972, poor transporta-
tion still sericusly hampers any significant move towards economlc development.
The regich as a whole rermains cne of the least accessible parts of Africa.

Most materlal coming through Port Sudan and from the north is routed by rall and
river, and is subject to lmg delays, taking up to nine menths to reach Juba,
the regional cepital, fram Port Sudan, The antiquated steamers which ply up
the Nile require twelwe to fourteen days for the 1,300 kilametre voyage fram
Kosti to Juba, and o arrival food cargo is often rotten after lying for several
weeks in leaking barges (25).  Ratl and road transport from Monbasa through
Fenya and Uganda 1s more efflclent and, on balance, prcbably cheaper, but for
reasons of natlonal pride and forelem ewchange costs use of this route 1s
largely confined to ald material donated from abroad. There 1s thus a contin-
uing scarcity of such basic camodities as sugar, flour, salt and oll fuels even
in the southern towns,. Construction of a permanent bridge across the Nile at
Juba has removed a madjor bottlemedk in the regicnal road network, but transporta—
tion gutside the maln towns 1s still sewerely restricted by poor roads and, in
particular, by fuel raticning, inhdbiting the revival of cash cropping and en-.
couraging the persistence of local isclatlonism, :

Although conditions in the south are, teo same extent, a special case,

difficulties and shortages of transport remain ane of the greatest geographical
preblems facing Sudan, and ane for which there are no ready solutions,
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