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The South African government has identified Port St Johns on the 

Eastern Cape Wild Coast as suitable for the development of a small 

harbour. It is also considering Port Nolloth in the Northern Cape and Port 

Edward in KwaZulu Natal. Critics say this is just a pipe dream… 

Recently Cooperative Governance and Traditional Affairs Minister Dr Nkosazana 

Dlamini Zuma was in Port St Johns to look at the various catalytic projects 

behind the economic revival plan. She had this to say: 

Port St Johns is in the OR Tambo District Municipality. The Wild Coast stretches 

250km from the Kei River in the south, to the Mtamvuma River in the north. 
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The municipality has a strong tourism industry, and the town is a well-known 

settlement located at the mouth of the Umzimvubu River, approximately 90km 

east of Mthatha. 

Nearly 90% of all the dwellings in the municipality are in traditional tribal 

settlements. Port St. Johns is the only real urban area. It is also the regional 

economic centre and supply site for the nearby villages and communities. 

Fishing rights for thousands 

Just before the national lockdown in March, Minister Barbara Creecy of the 

Department of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries handed fishing rights to 

more than 4000 fishermen in the Eastern Cape. 

The event coincided with the launch of the province’s ‘Oceans Economy 

Masterplan.  

“Here in OR Tambo, Alfred Ndzo and Amatole District municipalities, the oceans 

economy masterplan aims to assist our people to take advantage of this unique 

natural resource by developing infrastructure of both small harbours, promoting 

tourism by improving facilities include beach access, safety, recreational areas 

and nature reserves,” she said. 

Background 

Intention to develop small new harbours has been in discussion since 2014 

when the first Operational Phakisa: Oceans Economy Delivery Laboratory took 

place.  

It was here that small harbours were added to an annexure to the Marine 

Transport and Manufacturing Laboratory. 



In the 2018/19 financial year, the Operation Phakisa: Oceans Economy: Small 

Harbours Development Mini-Lab became standalone. 

This was followed by a technical workshop and bilateral meetings. Their purpose 

was to identify which studies, if any, had been completed by the different 

municipalities. 

Poor state of harbours 

Up until this point there had been a lot of criticism about the disintegrating state 

of the 12 proclaimed small harbours on the south African coastline. 

Much of the work that was needed, and the money that should have been spent 

on repairs and maintenance, had been side-lined with catastrophic 

consequences.  

As a result, many sunken vessels had to be retrieved from harbour basins and 

removed before dredging could commence. 

Renewed vigour in sorting out the harbours extended to property leases. This 

framework required an overhaul which included standardising the letting 

process, renegotiating and regularising all existing leases, and issuing long-term 

leases appropriate for different types of businesses (e.g. linking lease terms to 

fishing quotas). 

Also high on the agenda was empowering black-owned and local businesses 

through radical economic transformation measures and set-asides. 

Infrastructure investment plan 

In July this year, Minister Patricia de Lille of Public Works and Infrastructure 

gazetted an infrastructure investment plan. 



The Small Harbours and State Coastal Properties Development Unit (SH & 

SCPD) is a division under the Department of Public Works’ (DPW’s) Property 

Management Trading Entity (PMTE). 

A total of 276 infrastructure projects were identified. Of these only 55 projects 

and 12 special projects were compliant with the comprehensive Sustainable 

Infrastructure Development System (SIDS) Methodology. 

The SIDS Methodology specifically focuses on how the projects and programmes 

address spatial inclusivity and transformation. It assesses how they will advance 

the national development goals and the National 7 key priorities of the 6th 

Administration of and the African Union Agenda 2063 and the State of the 

Nation Address commitments. 

The SIDS methodology also places emphasis on skills development, training, 

and education, especially for historically disadvantaged persons and 

communities, women, youth, and persons with disabilities. 

Developing harbours wasn’t amongst the projects identified. Instead focus is in 

six sectors, namely, water and sanitation, energy, transport, digital 

infrastructure, agriculture and agro-processing and human settlements. 

“We put the projects through an assessment to see if they are bankable, ready 

for implementation and to determine which projects had feasibility studies 

done,” she said. 

A full list of projects is listed here: 

Latest information 

Last week the Parliamentary Portfolio Committee was updated about the 

progress of Operation Phakiza.  



Andre Share, Chief Director: Oceans Economy Secretariat, Operation Phakisa: 

Oceans Economy, Department of Environment, Forestry and Fisheries, spoke 

about the progress of small harbour development. 

He confirmed that harbour infrastructure maintenance and repair is well 

underway and that 29 sunken vessels have been removed. Dredging has been 

completed at Gordons Bay, Hout Bay, Stilbaai, Struisbaai and Gansbaai.  

Preliminary figures on the small harbour repairs and maintenance programme 

are that 380 jobs have been created, comprising 45 SMMEs and costing about 

R44 million. 

The Small Harbour Development Framework has also been completed and an 

economic research and feasibility study is due to commence. This will determine 

what should be put in place, i.e. whether it should be a small harbour or a 

marina and what will work best in that particular area. 

The Department is working with the local authorities and the communities to 

determine that. 

Criticism 

Share’s presentation came in for some criticism from some committee 

members. One of them said the committee “had heard the good story before.” 

He personally had been hearing about the Hibberdene harbour development for 

20 years! 

Another said it seemed “foolish” to him to be spending all this time and effort 

developing small new harbours when South Africa cannot even control the ones 

it has. 



“It cannot control Hout Bay harbour, otherwise why would abalone poachers be 

launching their boats from the Hout Bay slipway during daylight hours? There is 

not control; nothing”. 

“The Department talks about upgrading facilities; he thought it was the 

Department of Public Works and Infrastructure (DPWI) that paid for the 

upgrade to the Hawston slipway. 

“It is the same Hawston slipway that is sometimes used by 30 poaching boats in 

a night without being stopped.  

“What are we doing? All of these plans are just ridiculous,” he said. 

The chairperson for the Portfolio Committee agreed that announcements should 

not made public until there is a timeframe in place. “The PC cannot be hearing 

about how one day there will be a harbour in Port St Johns. It does not know 

when that one day is…” he commented. 

Eastern Cape legislature pushes ahead 

The Premier of the Eastern Cape Province, Mr. Lubabalo Oscar Mabuyane, 

seems to have a different view. 

The Draft Integrated Development Plan 2020/21 Review (version 0.3) for the 

OR Tambo District Municipality lists several projects mentioned in Mabuyane’s 

State of the Province Address for 2020. 

One is to establish small harbours in Port St Johns, Hamburg, Port Alfred and 

Gonubie.  

According to this document, the Eastern Cape’s Oceans Economy Master Plan 

was approved for implementation in December 2019. It expects to inject a 



projected R10.4 billion into the provincial economy. It will also create about 

33000 jobs after the first five years of its implementation. 

Nelson Mandela University developed this master plan for the province. This was 

funded by the Department of Environmental Affairs, Forestry and Fisheries. 

All relevant stakeholders in the sector have been consulted and the feedback is 

included in the master plan document and the implementation plan. 

Nelson Mandela University, working with the provincial government, undertook 

to produce an investment book. This will be used to promote available 

investment opportunities in the oceans economy sector. 

It will also be used to secure investments, upgrade coastal tourism 

infrastructure, unblock aquaculture projects, and establish a catalytic oceans 

economy ecosystem. 

The planned economic spinoffs of the oceans economy master plan include 

pushing provincial GDP growth rate from 2.8% to 5% by 2030 and increasing 

investments into the province from 16.5% of GDP to 27.1% by 2030. 

Another goal is to reduce unemployment in the province from 35.4% to 10%, 

and poverty from 36.7% to 7.7% by 2030 through a bouquet of strategies such 

as the oceans economy master plan. 

Strategic projects identified include a small crafts harbour; small fishing, 

storage and processing (aquaculture); property and commercial development 

(i.e. waterfront and/or beachfront development); tourism; and small-town 

revitalisation. 

Conclusion 



The COVID-19 pandemic is of course redefining infrastructure investment. Port 

St Johns might be a jewel, but the reality is the development of a small harbour 

is not really a shovel-ready project.  

Worth reading is this document:  

For now, this will most likely remain a pipe dream. As Minister Dlamini Zuma 

says, “There are other places that can be developed”. 

                                            …………….. 

 


