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Powerships such as this one will be moored at the ports of Ngqura, 

Richards Bay, and Saldanha Bay, where they will provide a combined 

total of up to 1220  

W of ship-to-shore electricity made using liquified natural gas. 

There is currently a lot of noise around the positioning and use of 

powerships in some South African harbours. Questions have been asked 

whether it will be for the good of the country? What about the Presidential 

commitment to a just transition and a low carbon economy? How will 

these ships impact the marine environment and fishing activity? But there 

is more to this story than meets the eye… 

Something that needs to be understood is that this story is not just about the 

powerships. If you have read the reams of documentation attached to the 

environmental impact assessment currently being considered by the Minister of 

https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/author/finsa-reporter/
https://www.fishingindustrynewssa.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/powership.jpg
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Fisheries, Forestry, and the Environment, you will realise it really is about 

providing infrastructure. 

Karpowership SA (Pty) Ltd is taking the brunt of the publicity because it has been 

the most successful bidder. There are in fact six preferred bidders, the other five 

also announced in March being ACWA Power Project DAO, Mulilo Total Coega, 

Mulilo Total Hydra Storage, Oya Energy Hybrid Facility, and Umoyilanga Energy. 

For interest sake, LNG-powered electricity has already been offered to the west 

African country, Senegal for the first time using Karpowership’s 235MW floating 

powership, Karadeniz Powership Ayşegül Sultan.  

It is envisaged that by the end of June once the first Floating Storage 

Regasification Unit (FSRU) -the Karmol LNGT Africa (KARMOL is a joint venture 

between Karpowership and Mitsui OSK Lines) – the powership will switch to 

operating with LNG.  

Under the same joint venture, another FSRU is already under construction which 

is planned for deployment to Mozambique. 

The plan for South Africa 

KARMOL Board Member Gokhan Kocak calls this “a big moment for West Africa 

and the wider continent, and an exciting time for KARMOL”. 

He says, “The use of FSRUs and powerships is a ground-breaking solution which 

opens up the prospect of stable electricity, powered by efficient, cleaner fuels, to 

many more countries.”  

The South African community is less enthusiastic about the Group’s plans to bring 

its powerships to Saldanha Bay, the port of Ngqura near Port Elizabeth and 

Richards Bay in KwaZulu Natal.  
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Currently it is threatened with a court case because a losing bidder claims ‘blatant 

corruption’. Read the article: 

While the powerships will most certainly sit in the designated harbours where a 

lot of the country’s heavy industry is located, their positioning is more to do with 

supplying power into the grid to prop up South Africa’s electricity supply 

constraints. 

It will not be a pretty sight. The work involved to put these ships into operation 

is considerable. Judging by the vast array of specialist reports, months and 

months of work has already been completed. 

The ships are just part of it, but the projects also involve constructing massive 

pylons some 48 metres into the air, and extensive above ground, and 

underground construction, to hook up to Eskom’s substations with a view to 

closing the supply gap that results in power outages. 

There will also be lots and lots of noise. 

Furthermore, any which way you look at it the costs – and repercussions – will 

be massive, so it should be no surprise that the contract term is 20 years.  

But energy analysts and academics say this is too long, too expensive – 

conservatively pegged to be in the region of R160 billion and R218 billion by the 

Council for Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR), and should rather be viewed 

as a temporary solution. 

Why do we need the vessels? 

So how did we even get to the point where we need these vessels here? 

Director of Spilled Water Renewable Energy Sechaba Moletsane, answers 

questions in a Mail & Guardian (sponsored) interview. 
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He explains that the powerships’ are “fully self-contained floating power plants, 

which operate on Liquified Natural Gas (LNG) which is stored and degasified 

onboard Floating Storage and Regasification Units (FSRUs). 

“Gas was included in the International Resource Plan (IRP2019) as a necessity 

for our country’s energy future. It is widely considered the best available driver 

of an energy transition from highly polluting fossil fuels like coal. Karpowership 

SA offers world-class technology to assist with this shift,” says Moletsane. 

He adds: “Powerships generate electricity at an affordable, all-inclusive cost, 

which includes all capital costs, fuel and all operational and maintenance costs.” 

Read the sponsored article: https://mg.co.za/special-reports/2021-04-16-

powerships-to-generate-electricity-at-an-affordable-cost/ 

Reaction 

Narrowing it down to a marine ecology perspective, fishing communities in and 

around the harbours are right to voice their concerns. 

But the Parliamentary Portfolio Committee on Minerals and Energy Resources 

Referred disagrees it is “a disaster waiting to happen”. They say they are satisfied 

their concerns have been addressed and voted against investigating the bidding 

process. 

However, the specialist reports relevant to the different ports, deserve intense 

scrutiny, because the devil is in the detail – for sure. 

Green alternatives and climate change 

As mentioned, there is extensive paperwork accompanying the EIA. This includes 

commentary from most environment groups and NGOs and any other interested 

parties. 

https://mg.co.za/special-reports/2021-04-16-powerships-to-generate-electricity-at-an-affordable-cost/
https://mg.co.za/special-reports/2021-04-16-powerships-to-generate-electricity-at-an-affordable-cost/
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One of the more vocal organisations is Green Connect. In a statement backed by 

research, the organisation says the EIA should have considered green energy 

alternatives which are less greenhouse gas (GHG) intensive. 

According to the environmental justice organisation, using powerships has 

negative implications on various aspects which range from the environment to 

the socio-economic impact, to tax and local content exemptions. 

It points out that the EIA’s climate change impact assessment estimates that the 

three powerships will emit 54.33mn t of CO2 equivalent (CO2e) over the 20-year 

period. 

In addition, the social or economic costs of these emissions have not been 

evaluated, nor the comparative cost to the taxpayer of Karpowership-generated 

electricity compared with the equivalent power generated by renewables. 

Furthermore, says Green Connect, the ships run on heavy fuel oil and little 

consideration is given to the amount of pollution into the marine environment. 

The Green Connection works with small-scale fishers and coastal communities 

around the country, to promote the protection of South Africa’s oceans, especially 

from oil and gas drilling. 

“Its application processes have not involved input by the people of South Africa, 

particularly disadvantaged communities who will be most affected in the event of 

an environmental disaster,” says Strategic Lead, Liz McDaid. 

Other commentators 

Concerns have also been voiced by many other organisations including 

350Africa.org, groundwork, and the Centre for Environmental Rights (CER). 
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They say fossil fuels are increasingly seen as stranded assets globally and that 

this will move the country away from the Presidential commitment to a just 

transition and a low carbon economy. 

Furthermore, that decisions to lock SA into harmful and expensive fossil fuel 

electricity capacity, to the exclusion of clean alternatives, is not in the public 

interest or aligned with SA’s Constitution. 

Masifundise Development Trust agrees. It says, “South Africa’s advancement of 

the blue economy, especially oil and gas, undermines climate justice, the just 

energy transition, as well as the livelihoods and rights of small-scale fishing 

communities who rely on the ocean and ocean resources for food and income. 

“These communities have not been consulted in decision-making processes 

around projects that will impact on their electricity prices and ability to secure 

food and nutrition. 

The South Durban Community Environmental Alliance (SDCEA) says the project 

is “reckless and unethical” and has slammed the public participation process as 

“farcical”. 

SDCEA says there is a “tendency for marine impact assessments in offshore 

applications to rely on desktop research, based only on readily available 

information, without any primary research, and which fails to adequately assess 

the impacts of proposed exploration activities on coastal and marine ecosystems. 

“An in-depth marine impact assessment should consider the impacts of all 

activities on marine and coastal ecosystems. This should include consideration of, 

inter alia, depletion of fish stocks, protected marine species (particularly where 

stocks are in decline or in recovery), and marine protected areas. 

“Further, the EAP should investigate the impacts on canyons, estuaries, wetlands 

and nurseries which serve as breeding grounds for South Africa’s rich biodiversity. 
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“Primary research activities must be carried to inform the impact assessment, 

and raw data of all research should be included in the reports for public scrutiny.” 

Response 

TripO4 Sustainable Solutions which gathered the information for the EIA, says 

protocol was followed in accordance with the EIA Regulations, 2014. 

The company concedes the Covid-19 pandemic has “definitely made it more 

challenging to run public participation processes”. 

Adverts for the three projects were placed in local newspapers in the three areas, 

in the local languages (not just English). And community-based organisations 

responded and registered as I&APs who in turn purport to represent many other 

community-based organisations and communities. 

The commentary appears in the hundreds of pages of comments which forms part 

of the EIA. 

For instance, BirdLife South Africa raises concern about the impact of hot water 

released in the cooling process and how this will impact the harbour at Algoa Bay. 

Also, how oil spills will be dealt with, what noise will be generated by the project 

(including underwater noise), and the impact on marine life, especially the large 

population of endangered African penguins. 

TripO4 says a difficulty has been that all three projects fall within Ports and 

Industrial Developments Zones where public access is highly restricted because 

of the nature of the industrial activities within these sites. 

“We have however notified the nearest ward councillors, and ratepayers 

associations to ensure that neighbouring residents are represented in the EIA 

process, even if they themselves have not seen the notices and advertisements 

that have been locally placed,” they say. 
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Saldanha and Langebaan communities 

It’s not enough for the Saldanha Bay fishing community. Represented by 

Carmelita Mostert of Coastal Links, the community wants “government and 

Parliament to come to our fishing communities around the country to explain to 

us what the plans are and how we could be affected.” 

Given the 1036 pages of specialist reports about everything and anything in and 

around Saldanha Bay, it would be worth this being summarised for the benefit of 

the local communities. 

For example, there is concern for the palaeontological sensitivity of the Saldanha 

Bay area comes with a recommendation to watch for fossil finds in the 

excavations. 

The potential impact of the overhead powerlines (48 metre-high pylons) on local 

and migratory bird species that utilise the lagoon and surrounding coastal areas 

has also been highlighted. 

Saldanha Bay lies between two globally Important Bird Areas (IBAs) of 

international significance. There are large numbers of palearctic and resident 

wetland birds that occur in the Langebaan Lagoon and the Berg River Estuary. 

As far as the marine ecology input (Pgs. 477 – 544) is concerned, there are four 

potentially significant impacts of the proposed FPP facility. Most are however likely 

to be highly localised, that is within the Port of Saldanha, and are not anticipated 

to have a direct effect on the integrity and ecology of the Langebaan Lagoon MPA. 

“There is an urgent need for the recognition of our fishing communities and our 

customary rights because as it stands, it seems like we do not matter to 

government,” says Mostert. 
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She adds: “We also urgently need transformation of the sector, to ensure that 

our livelihoods are also considered.” 

Saying No 

Says Green Connection’s McDaid: “South Africans, especially those living along 

the coast, need to question the feasibility of the decision to lock the country into 

a 20-year commitment as an emergency measure for our energy issues. 

“Citizens must demand that their local politicians, such as their local councillors, 

who should listen to them, take accountability for the impacts that should be 

expected if these ships arrive and plant themselves in our ports. 

“The people must make a noise because they have a right to say ‘no’ to 

Karpowership.” 

Whether this gas to power project gets off the ground by next year as planned 

remains to be seen. In addition to the key environmental authorisation, the 

projects will need to receive an atmospheric emissions license as well as a water 

use license.  

No doubt there will also be an appeal process. It seems the fight is just 

beginning… 

                                                              ……………………………….. 


