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Strategic Development of the Ports of Aceh and Nias 

1 INTRODUCTION 

 

Most of the ports on the north and west coast of Aceh were either badly damaged or were 

destroyed in the earthquake and tsunami of 26 December 2004 or in the earthquake of 28 

March 2005.   Ports are an essential facility that must be restored so that material can be 

imported for the reconstruction of the province and of Nias.  It is estimated that over 30 million 

tonne of material is needed over the next three to four years for the reconstruction; some of the 

material can be sourced locally  and some can be brought in by road, but the vast majority has 

to be brought into the province and then distributed to the various townships along the coast by 

sea. 

 

This report summarised the strategy that will be adopted for the reconstruction and 

development of the commercial ports of Aceh (NAD) and Nias.  There are two aspects to this 

strategy.  The first is the strategy to be adopted in the short term – over the next six to twelve 

months, before much major reconstruction work can be done to the ports,  and when large 

quantities of materials have to be shipped in and distributed.  In the long term, the strategy aims 

at rebuilding the ports in such a way that they can have a major influence on the long term 

economic development of the province. 

 

The report first summarises the existing situation at the main ports of Aceh and Nias.  It then 

discusses what should be done to address the short term strategic needs at various ports.  It is 

necessary now to begin to plan and design for the long term strategic development of the ports 

and these are discussed. 

 

There are a number of priority actions that should be undertaken now to ensure that the ports 

fulfil their short and long term roles in the reconstruction and future economic development of 

Aceh.   These are summarised. 
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2 THE PRESENT SITUATION 

 

2.1 PORT SIZES 

 Figure 1 is a graph showing the depth of water required to manoeuvre ships of various sizes 

and berth them at a wharf.   The graph shows the draft of the ships and also the extra depth 

called the Under Keel Clearance that is needed so that the ship has steerage and which also 

provides some factor of safety against the ship grounding. 

 

Figure 1  Ship Clearance Requirements   
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In the context of Aceh, a deepwater port is defined here as a port that can take at least a 10,000 

DWT vessel.  The depth in the port and in the approach channel has to be equal to or greater 

than 10 m at lowest tide.  A shallow water commercial port is defined here as a port that has a 

guaranteed minimum depth at lowest tide of 5 metres.  Such a port can accommodate a ship of 

approximately 750 DWT (depending somewhat on the configuration of the ship). 
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Obviously fishing ports require less depth for most boats and a reasonable proportion of the 

present fishing fleet, and many of the new boats being built at present, can be dragged up onto 

beaches. 

 

Figure 2  The ports under consideration 

 

 

2.2 DEEPWATER PORTS 

 There are a number of deepwater ports in Aceh and Nias.  The present status of these ports is 

summarised below. 

Lhokseumawe 

Lhokseumawe was not damaged in any of the events of December or March.   It has two ports. 

The first is a dedicated port for the oil and gas industry with LNG and LPG terminals and a 

depth at the berths of approximately 15 metres.  The second port, to the west of the oil and gas 

port, has general cargo berths and fertiliser berths with a depth of approximately 10 metres. 
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Sabang 

Sabang on the island of We, approximately 20 km north of the capital of Banda Aceh, has a 

well sheltered deepwater port which sustained minor damage in the tsunami and which is fully 

functional.  It can accommodate vessels up to 50,000 DWT.  At present there is only one deep 

water berth of 180 m in length and all cargo has to be unloaded using ships’ cranes. 

Sinabang 

Sinabang, which is the main city on the island of Simeuleu, has a superb deepwater harbour 

with many sheltered areas with depths in excess of 45 metres.  Unfortunately the island rose 

and tilted during the March 28 earthquake by between one and (reportedly) four metres.  

Sinabang harbour appeared to have uplifted by somewhere between 1 and 1.5 metres.  All of 

the port facilities were damaged by the earthquake and  none are now functional. 

Gunung Sitoli 

Gunung Sitoli is the main port for the island of Nias.  The island was very badly damaged in the 

earthquake of 28 March.  The port facilities were not damaged either by the earthquakes or by 

the tsunami.  The main wharf has a depth in excess of 12 metres and in theory could take large 

ships.  However it is in poor condition and appears to have been badly constructed as it is only 

about 20 years old.  The deck has collapsed in three places.  It is expected that with the heavy 

traffic that is now using the wharf it will continue to deteriorate quickly and will have to be 

replaced or duplicated within the timeframe of the reconstruction program. All of the storage 

buildings and the offices are in good condition as is the ferry terminal. 

 

2.3 SHALLOW WATER PORTS 

 

Aceh has a number of shallow water ports (with depths of up to 5 metres)  that are in varying 

stages of repair. 

Balohan Port 

This is the ferry terminal on the island of We (on the opposite side of the island to Sabang).  It 

has a floating terminal for passenger ferries and two ramps suitable for larger car carrying 

ferries.  The port sustained some damage in the tsunami but this was mainly cosmetic and the 

port is fully functional 
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Malahayati Port 

Malahayati is the  main cargo terminal for Banda Aceh.  The wharf was not damaged in the 

earthquakes or tsunami but all the land based facilities were destroyed.  The wharf is beginning 

to deteriorate.  New temporary storage sheds have been constructed and the Dutch government 

has committed to duplicating the wharf facilities and to providing additional buildings.  With 

the present wharf and the proposed duplication, Malahayati will remain a shallow water port. 

Ulee Lheue Port 

Before December 26th 2004, Ulee Lheue was the main ferry port for Banda Aceh.  It had been a 

very old historical port, but the new harbour and port facilities had virtually just been 

completed.   The tsunami washed away all of the suburb that was Ulee Lheue and turned the 

harbour and its immediate surroundings into an island.  The port authority building was 

destroyed but surprisingly the main wharf and the terminal where a floating power station had 

been moored were in good condition.  The port and an access road are being reconstructed at 

present and should be partly operational within about 2 -3 months (about October 2005). 

Lamno Port 

Lamno port was completely destroyed by the tsunami.  A new small port is being planned in the 

river about 1 kilometre upstream of the old highway bridge and the old port.  This  port will 

only be suitable for small cargo boats of up to about 20 tonne and for fishing boats 

Calang Port 

Calang commercial and fishing facilities were completely destroyed by the December tsunami.  

Calang has a good, relatively deep harbour and it is possible to provide port facilities that are 

protected and suitable for a large variety of marine craft.  However at present there is only a 

very small timber jetty which has been constructed since the tsunami..  Cargo can only be 

brought in by sea in landing craft that moor at the beach. 

Meulaboh Port 

Meulaboh has a small general cargo wharf that was only slightly damaged by the tsunami.  

However it has limited capacity because the depth of water is only between 1.5 and 2 metres.   
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The ferry terminal was damaged, particularly with the destruction of the access way and the 

removal of the fenders at the berth. The terminal building was also destroyed.  However the 

berthing area is relatively undamaged and mainly needs new fenders.   

 

A new T shaped wharf is being constructed at present at Meulaboh just to the south of ferry 

terminal.  This wharf will have a water depth at its face at low tide of about 5 – 6 metres. 

Susoh Port  

This port suffered little damage in the earthquakes and tsunami.  Susoh Port serves a local 

hinterland that was not badly affected.  The jetty can accommodate ships of up to about 4000 

DWT.  It has no dedicated facilities for ferries. 

Tapaktuan Port 

This port suffered little damage in the earthquakes and tsunami.   The wharf appears to have 

sunk by up to half a  metre but is still functional.  It badly needs an additional dolphin off the 

northern end of the wharf to stop ships ranging in the swell.  The existing warehouse has rotten 

beams and posts and should be demolished.   A large lay-down area at the back of the wharf is 

being extended at present and would make an appropriate location for new storage sheds.  

Tapaktuan port serves the long narrow district of Aceh Selatan. 

Singkil Port 

Singkil was not affected by the December events but sunk in excess of a metre in the March 

earthquake.  As a result the main cargo wharf, the ferry terminal the warehouse and the offices 

are below water at high tide.  The facilities all need to be rebuilt.  At this stage it is not clear 

whether the facilities should be relocated or whether the existing sites should be built up with 

reclamation. 

Other ports 

There are other smaller ports on the islands of Simeuleu, Banyak and Nias which are important 

for local access to islands or to areas of the large islands remote from good roads.  These have 

not been considered as part of this strategic document. 
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3 SHORT TERM STRATEGY 

 

In the very short term, cargo can be brought into several ports in large ships.  In Aceh, these are 

the ports of Lhokseumawe and Sabang.  In North Sumatra the ports of Balawan near Medan 

and Sibolga on the south coast are suitable for large ships.  Balawan is connected by road to 

much of Aceh.  Sibolga is a convenient transit port for goods going to Nias. 

 

Figure 3  Transport Routes  

The intention is to have, as far as possible, the port of Sabang acting as a hub port with goods 

being transhipped from there in appropriate vessels to other ports.  Figure 3 above gives the 

main transport routes to the regional ports of Aceh and Nias.   

 

At Sabang the immediate requirement is to extend the lay-down area behind the wharf and to 

build new temporary storage sheds for perishable goods.  The lay-down area will be extended 

by constructing a sheet pile face at the back of the wharf and filling in behind it to create a 
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complete land backing for the wharf.   There are a number of old steel clad warehouses to the 

east of the wharf.  These may be demolished to provide additional lay-down area. 

 

At present (July 2005) coastal steamers from Sabang or elsewhere can discharge at the ports of 

Malahayati, Susoh and Tapaktuan.  Large ships can discharge at Gunung Sitoli on Nias.  At 

Meulaboh small ships moor offshore and small craft ferry goods to the old wharf. 

 

The  new general cargo wharf for small ships should be functional at Meulaboh by about 

January 2006. 

 

At all other locations, the only access is by landing craft mooring at the beaches or at very 

temporary timber landing stages. 

 

It is intended to construct temporary wharves from second hand containers at Calang and 

Sinabang.  If they prove successful they may be used at some other locations on the islands.  

These should be able to be built quickly and will function for 4 -5 years before the containers 

rust out.  This should provide enough time for permanent facilities to be built.  These wharves 

will have heavy duty concrete decks and will have an alongside depth of 5 metres.  They will 

accommodate ships of up to 750 DWT and landing craft. 

 

 

Strategic Development of the Ports of Aceh and Nias 8



Strategic Development of the Ports of Aceh and Nias 

 

4 LONG TERM STRATEGY 

 

The long term strategy is to have a network of large and small ports for the province and for 

Nias with Sabang acting as a hub port.   The general arrangement is shown in Figure 4 

 

Figure 4  Strategic Location of Ports of Aceh 

 

4.1 SABANG 

Sabang is strategically located at the northern end of the Malacca Straits, at the southern end of 

the Bay of Bengal and with clear access to all of the Indian Ocean.  It is close to the oil rich 

stated of the Middle East with which Aceh has had a very long historical connection and it is 

opposite one of the fastest growing economies in the world, namely India.  It has the potential 

to be developed as a prosperous regional hub port. 
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The port and the island of We have already been designated as a Free Trade Zone under 

Indonesian Government  Law No 37/2000. 

 

The port can be used with the minor modifications outlined above to act as a provincial hub for 

the reconstruction process.  However for it to become an international regional hub, it will need 

major investment.  This would have to be done in partnership with a large private port operator 

with access to sufficient funds to provide the necessary port facilities.  Discussions with 

potential investors are an immediate priority. 

4.2 CALANG 

Calang has a relatively deep harbour and can be developed to provide a good sheltered port for 

general cargo and for ferries.  It is the best location on the west coast to develop a provincial 

deepwater port that can act as a distribution node from the main port of Sabang. 

4.3 SIMEULEU 

The town of Sinabang which is the main entry point to the island of Simeuleu needs a new 

cargo wharf and associated land based storage and office facilities, a new ferry terminal and a 

fisheries complex.  It should become one of the provincial deepwater ports.  The development 

of the port of Sinabang should to be done in conjunction with the reconstruction of small jetties 

and ramps at other locations on the island where there are coastal settlements and where road 

access is difficult. 

4.4 NIAS 

Gunung Sitoli is the main entry point for the island of Nias.  The present wharf facilities will be 

destroyed by the reconstruction traffic and should be duplicated.  The ferry terminal at Teluk 

Dalam should be rebuilt.  The development of the port of Gunung Sitoli should to be done in 

conjunction with the reconstruction of small jetties and ramps at other locations on the island 

where there are coastal settlements. 

 

5 PRIORITY ACTIONS 

5.1 ACTIONS FOR SHORT TERM NEEDS 

 Provide extra land backing and storage sheds at Sabang; 

 Complete the reconstruction of Ulee Lheue; 
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 Complete the general cargo wharf at Meulaboh; 

 Construct temporary wharves from containers at Calang and Sinabang; 

 Design and reconstruct the access and other minor works for the ferry terminal at 

Meulaboh; 

 Prepare a master plan for the town and port of Singkil. 

5.2 ACTIONS FOR LONG TERM NEEDS 

 Begin negotiations with large port operators with an interest in expanding the port of 

Sabang; 

 Prepare master plans, detailed designs and tender documents for the future regional 

ports of Calang and Simeuleu and for the duplication of Gunung Sitoli wharf. 
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