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SECTOR ASSESSMENT (SUMMARY): TRANSPORT (MARITIME TRANSPORT) 
 
A. Sector Performance, Problems, and Opportunities 
 
1. Overview. The Port Authority of Nauru (PAN) under the Department of Transport is 
responsible for maritime transport in the country. Ronphos Corporation and Nauru Rehabilitation 
Corporation are major stakeholders in the port and utilize the cantilevers and adjacent land for 
their own phosphate operations. Maritime transport and port operations in Nauru are considered 
major drivers of the country’s economic prosperity. However, maritime transport is limited to two 
small boat harbors: Aiwo on the west coast and Anibare on the east coast. 
 
2. Aiwo is the only outer harbor suitable for handling bulk containers, unloading fuel, and 
loading phosphate. The harbor at Anibare is used mainly by small fishing vessels and for 
recreation (it has a swimming pool). The maritime infrastructure at Aiwo was constructed in 1907 
and is limited to a mooring system (eight buoys), container yard, and office buildings. Nauru does 
not have a wharf and the mooring system is the only facility capable of berthing ships visiting the 
island. The containers unloaded from the ships berthed at the moorings are manually handled 
and then transferred to the container yard by pusher barges. The mooring system components 
require frequent repair, and shipping operations are often suspended until repairs are completed. 
Generally, repairs are costly and take several months to complete.  

 
3. Based on the vessel calls at Aiwo Port in 2016, a container vessel is required to berth in 
Nauru waters for an average of 20.7 days until its containers are fully offloaded and transferred 
to the container yard. A fuel ship is required to berth at Aiwo for an average of 4.3 days until 
offloading is complete, while a phosphate ship requires an average of 4 days for loading. It is 
expected that better port facilities and a wharf will allow a container vessel to complete loading 
and offloading in just 3 days, while a fuel ship will need just 1 day. 
 
4. Demand for maritime transport. Nauru imports more than 95% of its goods by sea 
transport. It is also the vital link for the country’s exports (phosphate, dolomite aggregate, and 
fish), all of which require bulk transport. Passenger transport is not significant at Nauru ports. 
Nauru used to be served by two shipping lines: Matson Shipping and Neptune Shipping. But 
Matson Shipping suspended its services in 2015, mainly because of poor infrastructure at Aiwo 
Port. Table 1 shows the vessel calls and container throughput in Nauru since 2009. The number 
of vessel calls at Aiwo significantly increased in 2013 thanks to imports of goods for the regional 
asylum-seeker processing center in Nauru. The reduction in vessel calls in 2015 and 2016 is the 
result of Matson Shipping suspending services in November 2015. 

Table 1: Vessel calls and container throughputs in Nauru 

Description 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Imported TEUs/year 850 645 721 944 2485 1835 1217 1746 

Exported TEUs/year 676 604 700 630 1308 1021  2267 

Total TEUs/year 1526 1249 1421 1574 3793 2856 1217 3013 

No. of general cargo ships 20 20 21 18 32 14 6 7 

No. of phosphate ships 7 17 18 19 15 7  7 

No. of fuel ships 5 5 8 11 10 8 3 6 

Total no. of ships 32 42 47 48 57 29 9 20 

TEU = twenty-foot equivalent unit. 
Sources: Government of Nauru. 2015. Nauru Port Pre-Feasibility Study by Pacific Region Infrastructure Facility. 
Nauru; and ADB. 2015. Technical Assistance to Nauru for the Nauru Port Development Project. Manila. 
 

5. Poor and non-climate-resilient port infrastructure. The port buildings at Aiwo are in 
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very poor condition, have limited capacity, are vulnerable to extreme weather, and do not comply 
with International Ship and Port Facility Security (ISPS) requirements. These buildings are at risk 
of collapsing, with serious safety consequences for PAN staff. The buildings that contain asbestos 
are required to be demolished as soon as possible and disposed of safely. 
 
6. High maintenance costs. The Government of Nauru incurs considerable annual costs to 
maintain the mooring system in operational condition; as confirmed by the Ministry of Finance, 
this totaled A$1 million in 2015. When the mooring system is under repair, vessels are forced to 
float offshore while cargo and containers are unloaded manually offshore using the drift power of 
the vessels. 

 
7. Lack of facilities for fishing vessels. In 2017, the government issued 94 fishing licenses 
to overseas fishing vessels to operate in Nauru waters under bilateral arrangements between the 
People’s Republic of China, Japan, the Republic of Korea, and Taipei,China. The government 
confirmed that the fishing licenses include conditions for transshipment to be undertaken only at 
a port in Nauru. Given that Nauru does not have berthing facilities at any of its ports, all 
transshipment activities currently take place offshore and the requirements of the fishing licenses 
are not strictly enforced. Once the port facilities are improved, it is expected that all fishing vessels 
will undertake transshipment at Aiwo and thereby increase vessel calls at that port. 
 
8. Weak port management. Aiwo Port is managed by PAN and has many problems: (i) poor 
financial viability of port operations; (ii) weak technical and managerial capacity of PAN staff; (iii) 
lack of systems to manage assets, human resources, finances, and information;1 and (iv) poor 
maintenance practices. The current tariff levels do not reflect the costs of port services provided, 
and poor port infrastructure has led to noncompliance with ISPS requirements. 
 
9. Development of port facilities. Given the unique geography of Nauru—including a 
seabed that drops sharply just beyond the reef and reaches 3 kilometers in depth within 
7 kilometers of the coastline—the options for developing protected berthing facilities for 
oceangoing ships are limited. On request of the government, several option-exploring studies 
have been undertaken since 2009: (i) a scoping study by the Asian Development Bank (ADB) in 
2009, (ii) a preparatory study by the Japan International Cooperation Agency in 2014,2 (iii) a pre-
feasibility study by the Pacific Region Infrastructure Facility in 2015,3 and (iv) a feasibility study 
under ADB-financed project preparatory transaction technical assistance and project design 
advance (PDA).4 Based on these, the proposed project design involves constructing a 30-meter 
wide wharf adjacent to a trapezoidal berth pocket (121.5 meters long on the outer edge and 67 
meters wide on the land side) dredged into the reef, a breakwater of about 140 meters in length, 
and a port buildings and security facilities. This is the least-cost option that is also technically 

feasible, complies with ISPS requirements, and ensures climate resilience.  

 
10. Improving governance. Weak organizational capacity of PAN staff, lack of investment in 
refurbishing dilapidated capital assets, and lack of necessary recurrent funding for maintenance 
of infrastructure assets are identified as the key limiting factors for successful sector performance 
and service delivery. The absence of government policies, poor implementation of institutional 
procedures, no capacity building and training initiatives, and weak regulatory and law enforcement 

                                                 
1 Currently PAN does not have a database of shipping volumes, or other data that indicate the technical and financial 

performance of the port. 
2 Japan International Cooperation Agency. 2014. The Preparatory Study on the Project of Constructing Reef-Edge 

Quay Wall and Causeway at Aiwo Harbor. Tokyo. 
3 Government of Nauru. 2015. Nauru Port Pre-Feasibility Study by Pacific Region Infrastructure Facility. Nauru 
4  ADB. 2015. Technical Assistance to Nauru for the Nauru Port Development Project. Manila; ADB. 2015. Project 

Design Advance for Nauru Port Development Project. Manila. 



3 

 

have weakened the organizational capacity to demonstrate good governance. The government 
has recognized the importance of institutional reforms for PAN and at its request, ADB is currently 
implementing technical assistance for organizational restructure; capacity building of PAN staff; 
setup of sound financial, human resource, and asset management systems; engagement of the 
private sector in port operations; and restructure of the tariff system to achieve cost recovery 
(footnote 4). 
 
11. Private sector involvement. The financial statements for July 2014 to June 2017 show 
that PAN reported net revenues of $3.74 million and total costs of $7.84 million. The government 
provides financing to PAN to meet the gap in cost recovery. The improvement of the port facilities 
will provide a great opportunity for involving the private sector in port operations.  

 
12. Private interest in a capital investment in Aiwo Port improvements is unlikely given the 
limited business opportunities and the current revenue from port services. The major clients of 
the port are involved in phosphate, transshipment, fuel, and cargo businesses. The phosphate 
business is diminishing because of resource exhaustion, and fuel and cargo businesses are 
vulnerable because of the small customer base in Nauru. Port tariffs, the only revenue generation 
stream for PAN, are well below full cost-recovery levels in all customer categories.  

 
13. The government is considering inviting the private sector to operate and maintain the port 
after completion of the new port infrastructure by 2022, and once the technical assistance and 
port reforms have helped establish sound accounting, financial, human resource, and asset 
management systems, and a new tariff structure is enacted. 
 
14. Development partner assistance. ADB’s assistance since 2009 has been instrumental 
in developing port facilities for Nauru. Other development partners have also expressed interest 
in supporting the government to achieve its goal of providing a sheltered wharf for oceangoing 
vessels. The Government of Australia and the Green Climate Fund have approved funding for 
construction of new port infrastructure at Aiwo. The Government of Japan is interested in 
supplying port equipment suitable to the improved port assets. The Government of Australia has 
also agreed to cofinance institutional strengthening and capacity building of PAN by introducing 
significant reforms to the organization and to the tariff system. 
 
15. Given the weak financial capacity of PAN and Nauru’s high risk of debt distress, the 
government requested financing for capital investment in Aiwo on a grant basis. The new assets, 
coupled with the proposed PAN restructure, will help improve the efficiency of PAN, and 
projections indicate better cost recovery through more efficient operations, expanded revenues, 
and cost savings. These projections are based on the assumption that the capital investment in 
Aiwo is financed through grants to the government and booked as capital at the PAN level, 
avoiding potential debt repayment issues. The financing of the new assets through any form of 
loan is not sustainable. 
 
16. ADB classifies Nauru as a country in fragile and conflict-affected situations. Nauru is also 
classified as a group A country, making it eligible for grant funding under the Asian Development 
Fund. Accordingly, the proposed ADB financing for capital investment in Aiwo will be on a grant 
basis, consistent with other cofinancing sources. 
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B. Government’s Sector Strategy 
 
17. Nauru’s Sustainable Development Strategy, 2005–2025 identifies infrastructure as a top 
priority in achieving the government’s vision for Nauru, which is “a future where individual, 
community, business and government partnerships contribute to a sustainable quality of life for 
all Nauruans”.5 It also views the provision of better utilities and transport services, including more 
use of renewable energy and non-diesel power generation, water, waste management, roads, 
and sea and air services” as being critical for Nauru’s long-term development. The government’s 
maritime transport strategy formulated under the overall strategy is in Table 2. 
 

Table 2: Government’s Sector Strategy for Maritime Transport 
 

Short-term 
Sector Goals 

Short-Term 
Sector 

Strategies 

Short-Term 
Milestones 

Medium-Term 
Milestones 

Long-Term 
Milestones  

Reliable and 
economical 
passenger and 
freight services 
provided 

Refurbish and 
develop port 
infrastructure for 
vessel handling 
 

Long term wharf 
and port 
infrastructure plan 
approved 
 

Wharf and port 
infrastructure 
completed and 
effective vessel 
and cargo 
handling 
operations 
established 

Efficient transport 
infrastructure 
operating 

     
Source: Government of Nauru. 2005. Nauru Sustainable Development Strategy, 2005–2025. Nauru. 

 
C. ADB Sector Experience and Assistance Program 

 
18. ADB’s first assistance to Nauru’s transport sector was the technical assistance for the 
preparation of the proposed project and the parallel PDA (footnote 4) for investigations to support 
detailed design. The government is very supportive of the implementation of technical assistance 
and PDA recommendations, and has committed to the provision of counterpart financing for the 
ensuing project. The government is closely liaising with other development partners such as the 
Government of Australia, Government of Japan, and the Government of Taipei,China in assisting 
transport sector development. 

                                                 
5 Government of Nauru. 2005. Nauru Sustainable Development Strategy 2005–2025. Nauru. 
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Problem Tree for Maritime Transport 

  


