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Sector Road Map 
 

1. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. Because of the geophysical setting of the Maldives, transport plays a critical role in 
ensuring access to economic and social development opportunities. Long distances—combined 
with slow and extensive maritime transportation, variable demand, lack of economies of scale, 
limited economic activity on remote atolls to finance travel needs, and adverse seasonal weather 
conditions—result in high transport costs and limited transportation opportunities. While air 
transport is gradually developing, maritime transport remains the most important and 
cost-effective mode of transport in the country. 
 
2. The country’s underdeveloped transport network is a major constraint to its sustainable 
development. Almost half of the inhabited islands do not have proper access and harbor 
facilities; ferry services to the atolls are costly and irregular; transport safety procedures and 
practices are not well developed; the potential contribution of civil aviation to the domestic 
transport system has not been exploited; and investments in the sector have focused on aspects 
of the transport system, rather than on the overall network. 
 
3. Maritime seaports and harbors. An efficient maritime transport network is essential for 
the holistic development of the country. All international trade-related shipments occur through 
the commercial ports. Malé Commercial Harbour (MCH) handles most international cargo, while 
two regional seaports—one in Khulhudhuffushi in the north (Haa-Daalu Atoll) and one in 
Hithadhoo (Laamu Atoll) in the south—have also been commissioned for international service 
from 2005. MCH can accommodate ships up to 15,000 gross tons and has a 10.5 meter draft. It 
handled a throughput of 50,000 twenty-foot equivalent units in 2010 (95% imports and 5% 
exports). The capacity of MCH increased after the corporatization of Maldives Port Authority to 
Maldives Ports Limited in 2008. However, it still operates above capacity, and a new international 
port with a container terminal is planned in nearby Thilafushi Island. From MCH, about 40% of 
imports are re-shipped to outer atolls; 90% of this occurs via Malé North Harbor (MNH). The 
congestion in MNH was a serious problem for ship operators, cargo handlers, and shop owners. 
One of the causes was the long turnaround time of each vessel per call. Under the Domestic 
Maritime Transport Project1, funded by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) and completed in 
2011, the berth length more than doubled, which directly increased the cargo handling capacity. 
The new management by Maldives Ports Limited increased the capacity of MNH further by 
implementing harbor usage charges that encouraged the vessels to shorten their turnaround 
times. Besides the commercial seaports, island harbors have been developed to improve access. 
From 1995 to 2005, harbor construction projects on 74 islands, channel deepening projects off 
14 islands, and 8 land reclamation projects were completed. Of the 196 inhabited islands, about 
105 have proper harbors and access facilities. 
 
4. Weak operation and maintenance. Maintenance of government port, jetty, and 
breakwater facilities on the islands suffers from neglect. These assets fall under the domain of 
island development committees, which have neither the resources to maintain them nor the 
authority to levy fees for their upkeep. Once these facilities are damaged or destroyed, the 
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central government is called on to repair or replace them. A better system of asset management 
and routine maintenance is required to avoid costly repairs and unnecessary replacement of 
maritime transport facilities on the atolls. 

 
5. Irregular ferry services. The market for domestic ferries is a mix of public and private 
operations and ownership. The services are run on demand without a fixed schedule—in 
particular between Malé and the outer atolls and among the outer atolls. The limited number of 
trips and the high cost of transportation restrict women’s mobility, which in turn affects their 
economic performance. The current market for ferry services is dominated by private services 
(often informal and owner-operated) and the government-controlled Maldives Transport and 
Contracting Company. 2

 Since the Maldives gained independence, the government has 
repeatedly signaled its desire to establish regular, scheduled inter-atoll ferry services. Past 
attempts by both foreign and domestic private companies to operate regular, scheduled ferry 
services have generally failed. In the 1980s, the government introduced a publicly operated ferry 
service, but it too proved uneconomic and was soon discontinued. While a few privately provided 
ferry routes to Malé have existed for some time, regular services generally tend to be fragile and 
short-lived. However, the government has launched the Integrated Transport Network Project, 
which divides the Maldives into 7 provinces and seeks a private ferry operator for each province. 
Inner atoll and provincial service began in 2009. National service, connecting the provinces with 
Malé, is also part of the package, but it has not started yet. There is no regular passenger service 
on international routes. However, under an initiative of the South Asian Association for Regional 
Cooperation, a passenger and cargo ferry service across the Indian Ocean to India and/or Sri 
Lanka is being explored. 
 
6. Land transport in Malé. The rapid increase in vehicle ownership is a growing threat to 
passenger safety and the environment. Under the Urban Transport Act, the government can cap 
the number of cars for each island. In addition, the introduction of a good public transport system 
and greater use of renewable energy for vehicles have been identified as possible ways of 
addressing these problems. In Malé and on several other outer islands, roads have been paved 
and traffic lights installed for the safety of road users. However, improvements in road safety are 
still needed and safety considerations must be incorporated in road engineering designs. 

 
7. Expansion of civil aviation facilities. A major expansion of civil aviation facilities is 
anticipated, which will dramatically alter the country’s transport network. Ibrahim Nasir 
International Airport (former Malé International Airport) serves as the hub of both the national and 
international air transport network. It was privatized in November 2010 following a concession 
agreement with a private consortium so that it can be developed further. In addition to another 
international airport in Gan, the Maldives has three regional airports at Hanimaadhoo, Kaddhoo, 
and Kaadedhdhoo. The government has identified 12 more locations for new domestic airports 
to be developed using public–private partnerships. Private sector entities will be provided either 
an island or a license for a hotel in exchange for their agreement to develop and operate a 
domestic airport to specifications set by the government. 

 
8. Domestic air transport capacity will need to be substantially increased if the new network 
of civil aviation facilities is to be efficiently utilized. The country has (i) one new international 
airline, which began its operation in 2011; (ii) two domestic airlines with a limited number of small 
aircraft; and (iii) a sea plane operation managed by two separate private parties to cater for the 
needs of the tourist sector. 
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9. Sector oversight. The Ministry of Transport and Communication (MTC) plays key roles 
in sector policy formulation and regulation, but it is overstretched and its ability to engage in 
multimodal sector planning is limited. The MTC also lacks experience in fostering public–private 
partnerships. Licensing processes are considered cumbersome and time consuming. A 2005 
review of the sector for ADB recommended setting up a domestic maritime transport section in 
MTC to build more capability to fulfill its mandate to formulate transport policy, survey and 
register vessels, and regulate operational safety and passenger fares. However, this has not yet 
happened. 

 
10. Sector planning. The transport sector has been developed in an ad-hoc manner. 
Facilities have been developed to overcome site-specific bottlenecks rather than in response to 
the needs of the transport network as a whole. Although a draft transport master plan was 
prepared and released in June 2005, the government did not formally accept it. Since then, the 
sector has seen several developments including the proposed expansion of civil aviation facilities 
and the reconstruction of jetties and harbors after the 2005 tsunami. Following the current 
government’s policy to establish an integrated transport network as a national priority, a transport 
master plan—focusing on the maritime sector, but also considering smooth links to inland public 
transportation—is urgently needed. It should take into consideration not only the investment 
requirements for physical connectivity, but also the regulatory framework for ensuring the safety 
and security of the public transportation. Further, the plan should improve the transparency of 
regulatory activities to create an easier business environment for the private sector. 
 
11. The Government of Japan has provided substantial bilateral assistance for constructing 
breakwaters and seawalls around Malé. The Kuwait Fund for Arab Economic Development has 
supported the development of commercial ports through assistance to establish two regional 
ports in Kulhuduffushi and Hithadhoo. The World Bank is providing assistance through the 
Public–Private Infrastructure Advisory Facility to explore further development of MCH under a 
public–private partnership. Assistance for the rehabilitation of maritime transport infrastructure 
damaged during the December 2004 tsunami has been provided, particularly through the Japan 
Bank for International Cooperation and United Nations Development Programme. 
 
 2. Government’s Sector Strategy 

 
12. The government’s Strategic Action Plan, 2009–2013, a national framework for 
development, includes five key pledges that serve as the manifesto of the government. These 
represent the vision on which the people elected the current government. At the top of the list of 
these pledges is the establishment of a nationwide transport system, followed by affordable living 
cost, affordable housing, health care for all, and prevention of narcotics abuse and trafficking. 

 
13. The government recognizes that transport and connectivity are pivotal in fostering 
economic growth and social cohesion. Key features include (i) introducing an integrated ferry 
network by utilizing existing resources and engaging the private sector; (ii) encouraging private 
investment in the development of airports, regional ports, and other transport-related 
infrastructure; (iii) strengthening the legal framework to promote safety and security in the 
transport sector; and (iv) developing land-based public transportation to assist the integrated 
ferry network, which in turn reduces the number of vehicles used within the islands and helps to 
reduce pollution and achieve carbon neutrality. 

 
14. Policy making, planning, and regulatory responsibilities for domestic transport services 
are with the MTC, while day-to-day regulatory activities are delegated to relevant authorities. The 
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Transport Authority regulates all sea-based and land-based transport systems. When the 
transportation services start in the provinces, much of the regulatory activities and monitoring will 
be delegated to provincial offices as well as to island offices. Enforcement of transport laws and 
regulations will be carried out by the Maldives Police Service. 

 
15. ADB has provided five loans in the transport sector. The Interisland Transport Project3, 
approved in 1981, aimed to introduce a reliable, publicly operated transportation services 
between Malé and atoll islands to improve the efficiency and safety of interisland transport. The 
development of MCH has been supported through two ADB loans: Malé Port Development 
Project4, approved in 1988, and the Second Malé Port Project5, approved in 1993. Both loans 
included investment components to relieve congestion in MCH through infrastructure 
improvements and institutional support to the Maldives Ports Authority. The fourth loan to the 
transport sector, the Multi-Project Loan6, approved in 1984, included infrastructure investments 
to support the deepening of priority island harbors. The fifth loan to the transport sector, the 
Domestic Maritime Transport Project7, was approved in 2007. It aimed to improve the capacity 
and efficiency of MNH, to lower transport costs between remote islands and Male, and to 
introduce effective and sustainable public asset management and maintenance. 

 
 3. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 
 
16. In 2002, ADB provided TA for a transport master plan, whose objectives included the 
development of transport policies, strategies, regulations, investment programs, and activities in 
support of an integrated nationwide transport network. However, the December 2004 tsunami 
caused urgent reconsideration of nationwide infrastructure investment priorities, and the draft 
transport master plan was not adopted by the government at that time. Nevertheless, the draft 
final report submitted under TA was found to contain useful input for transport planning and 
assisted in creating the capacity necessary for the future preparation of master plans. 
 
17. A clear lesson from past assistance is that support for physical infrastructure investments 
needs to be complemented by institutional capacity improvement measures—and that both can 
succeed. The project-specific approach applied in the Malé Port Development Project, Second 
Malé Port Project, Multi-Project Loan, and Domestic Maritime Transport Project—focusing each 
project on a well-defined area of activity supported by advisory services for both design and 
institutional development purposes—has worked well. However, project implementation in the 
sector has been undermined by frequent reorganizations of the key implementing agency. 

 
18. One of the achievements of ADB assistance to the ports and shipping sector has been 
the removal of bottlenecks that delayed the transshipment of goods between Malé and the outer 
islands. This has important implications for the health of women and children as shortages of 
food, particularly fresh fruits and vegetables, have been linked to malnutrition in children and 
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dietary deficiencies that cause anemia in girls and women. It also addressed one of the primary 
causes of poverty: isolation. 

 
19. ADB will continue to support (i) the government’s long-term sector objective of ensuring 
the separation of maritime transport sector policy, planning, and regulatory functions from 
operational activities; (ii) the ongoing realignment initiatives in MTC; and (iii) the strategic 
directions outlined in the Strategic Action Plan to introduce a nationwide sustainable transport 
network. These objectives will be supported under the ongoing Domestic Maritime Transport 
Project, as well as through follow-up capacity development assistance provided under this 
interim country partnership strategy. ADB will also provide support to upgrade transport 
infrastructure where market failure necessitates continuation of public sector involvement, such 
as in upgrading high-priority jetties and local harbors. 
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Problem Tree for Transport 
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Sector Results Framework (Transport, 2012–2013) 
 
Country Sector Outcomes Country Sector Outputs ADB Sector Operations 

Sector Outcomes with  
ADB Contribution 

Indicators with 
Targets and Baselines 

Sector Outputs with 
ADB Contribution 

Indicators with 
Incremental Targets 

Planned and Ongoing 
ADB Interventions 

Main Outputs Expected 
from ADB Interventions 

Improved access to outer 
islands 
 

Number of islands 
within atolls connected 
by public transport 
increased. (Number of 
all inhabited islands 
196; 2008 baseline: 26) 
 
Number of atolls within 
the province connected 
by public transport 
increased (Number of 
connections required: 
13 ; 2008 baseline: 2) 
 
Number of provinces 
connected by public 
transport increased. 
(Number of provinces: 
7; 2008 baseline: 0) 
 
Number of scheduled 
regular ferry service 
routes increased. (2008 
baseline: 3) 
 

A nationwide ferry 
infrastructure and 
system built and 
well-managed 

 

Maritime Transport 
Master Plan prepared 
by the end of 2012   
 
Number of 
transport-related 
infrastructure
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developed under 
private sector 
investment increased  
(2008 baseline: 0) 

Planned key activity 
areas: Marine transport 

policies and reforms, 
ports, PPPs 
 
Pipeline project:   

Transport project standby 
in 2014 ($6.0 million 
loan) 
 
Ongoing project: 

Maritime Transport 
Master Plan in 2011 
($0.45 million technical 
assistance) 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Key transport infrastructure 
identified in the Maritime 
Transport Master Plan 
 
 
Maritime Transport Master 
Plan 
 

ADB = Asian Development Bank, PPP = public private partnership. 
Sources: Draft Result Frameworks for Strategic Action Plan 2009–2013, Government of the Maldives, 2011 and ADB staff. 
 

                                                 
8
 Details of the infrastructure will be identified in the Maritime Transport Master Plan.  


