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ENVIRONMENTAL ORGANISATIONS OPPOSE DECISION TO LIFT MORATORIUM ON 
OFFSHORE BUNKERING IN BIODIVERSITY HOTSPOT 

 
 
Environmental organisations represented on the Bunkering Environmental Working Group (BEWG) 
are opposing the lifting of the moratorium on new licences for fuel ship-to-ship (STS) bunkering in 
Algoa Bay from 1 April 2022, which was announced by the South African Maritime Safety Authority 
(SAMSA) on 31 January 2022.  
 
The BEWG is a working group of the Bunkering Stakeholders Forum (BSF). Through their participation 
in this group, various environmental organisations endeavour to ensure that environmental 
considerations are factored into the BSF’s recommendation-making. Environmental organisations 
have opposed STS bunkering (which involves the transfer of fuel from one vessel to another while at 
sea) since it was initially permitted in Algoa Bay in 2016. Their opposition is due to the high risks 
involved and the proximity to foraging and breeding grounds of endangered marine species. 
 
Subsequent to SAMSA’s press release, the government agency issued a new Marine Notice, describing 
the process through which operators can apply for five-year bunkering authorisations – in Algoa Bay 
and other parts of South Africa. Input was not sought from the BEWG prior to the decision to lift the 
moratorium on new bunkering licences. 
 
The vision to expand offshore bunkering operations is linked to Operation Phakisa – an initiative 
launched by the South African government in 2014; and aimed at unlocking the country’s Blue 
Economy to stimulate the growth and development of our ocean. Operation Phakisa is targeting four 
key areas of blue-economic growth: marine transport and manufacturing; aquaculture; offshore oil 
and gas; and marine protection.  
 
The moratorium was placed on 22 August 2019 following a second oil spill since 2016 and pending the 
finalisation of a Holding Capacity and Risk Assessment Study. However, while an Anchorage Holding 
Capacity Study (commissioned by SAMSA) was completed in 2020, the Environmental Risk Assessment 
to be commissioned by the Transnet National Port Authority (TNPA) has yet to commence. In the 
absence of a robust environmental study, environmental organisations have strongly opposed the 
decision to lift the moratorium. In addition, users of Algoa Bay have not been afforded a public 
participation opportunity through a meaningful consultative process.  
 
Concerns raised by conservationists have been realised over the past six years as three oil spills have 
occurred as a direct result of fuel STS bunkering, affecting endangered African penguins and other 
threatened seabird species. The impact of oil pollution on marine life must not be underestimated; 
research has shown that in the long term, African penguins that were oiled, cleaned and released have 
lower breeding success than unoiled birds.  
 
Algoa Bay is a marine biodiversity haven, recognised by the declaration of the Addo Elephant National 
Park Marine Protected Area. St Croix Island previously held the largest African penguin breeding 
colony in the world, and Bird Island currently holds the world’s largest Cape gannet breeding colony, 
with two-thirds of the global population breeding at this site. These islands form part of a global 
Important Bird and Biodiversity Area, and South Africa has undertaken international obligations to 
conserve both of these species. The African penguin population is declining at an alarming rate due to 
anthropogenic threats, including oil pollution. St Croix Island, the closest island to STS bunkering 



activities, has suffered a staggering 80% decline of African penguins in the past five years. During this 
time, vessel numbers have more than doubled in the bay, with bulk carriers having increased more 
than threefold. Vessel activity has been concentrated in shipping lanes and anchorage areas, where 
bunkering services are located, that overlap important foraging areas for penguins from St Croix 
Island. Scientists are currently investigating the impacts of marine noise pollution associated with 
these activities on African Penguins. This threat cumulates with others such as oiling and competition 
with fisheries, and certainly contributes to the rapid and significant decline of penguins at this colony. 
African Penguins are known to avoid waters with excessive marine noise, as was the case for penguins 
from St Croix Island during seismic survey activities in 2013. 
 
Concerned individuals who would like to express their opposition to the lifting of the moratorium and 
call for it to be reinstated can sign a petition to this effect at the following link: 
https://chng.it/DPNB4sqSSR 
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“The increasingly intense use of the oceans in several economic sectors often go unnoticed to the 
general public as they are not impacted by it every day. So, why should we care about the health of 
the marine environment and the species that depend on it? Seabirds are ocean indicators and are 
often the first to warn us after a pollution incident. Oceans are the world’s largest source of protein, 
with nearly half of the world’s population depending on the oceans for their primary source of 
protein. Oceans absorb about 30% of carbon dioxide produced by humans, buffering the impacts 
of global warming. We are indeed linked to our oceans in all possible aspects. The future of the 
oceans and our future are inseparable.”  

Nicky Stander, SANCCOB 
 

~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“Sustainable socio-economic development is crucial for our country. To ensure that job creation in 
one industry does not imply jobs loss in others, reliable and complete risk assessments must be 
conducted. We depend on healthy oceans for food and jobs, but also for our mental well-being.” 

Prof Lorien Pichegru, Nelson Mandela University  
 



~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

“BirdLife South Africa is strongly opposed to the lifting of the moratorium and urges that it be 
reinstated. Algoa Bay and its biodiversity are of not only national, but also international importance.  
Ship-to-ship bunkering has already demonstrated a risk of oil spills in this ecologically sensitive and 
valuable area. We find it inconceivable that this activity should be further expanded without a 
thorough assessment of its full range of environmental impacts, and of whether (and, if so, how) 
these can be mitigated to an acceptable level. It is crucial that decision-making regarding ship-to-
ship bunkering in this and other areas be informed by a proper understanding of the risks involved 
and that – in the face of uncertainties – a precautionary approach be applied. It is also crucial that 
such decision-making be preceded by meaningful stakeholder consultation.”  

Dr Melissa Lewis, BirdLife South Africa 
 

~~~~~~~~~~ 
 
“The Zwartkops Conservancy is totally opposed to the transfer of fuel in Algoa Bay. 
  
We have seen the effect on birdlife resulting from the three ‘small’ oil spills which have occurred to 
date. It is only a matter of time before we have a major disaster, possibly on the scale of the Exxon 
Valdez disaster in 1989. 
  
A major oil spill occurring when the prevailing south westerly wind is blowing will carry the oil into 
the Addo National Park’s marine protected area. If the wind is blowing from the east, the oil will 
end up on the beaches and, together with an incoming tide, will pollute the Zwartkops River mouth 
and estuary with devastating consequences for all forms of marine and bird life. 
  
The cost to the country's already faltering economy of such a disaster will far outweigh the benefits 
accruing to the Metro from the bunkering operations.” 

Frank Collier, Zwartkops Conservancy 
 

~~~~~~~~~~ 
 

“Unfortunately the deliberations in the stakeholders forum, as well as the environmental working 
group, are separating into well-known stereotypes and environmentalists are regarded as blocking 
legitimate economic initiatives, while the STS operatives are regarded as unconcerned about 
consequences of their actions, as long as they make money. 
 
We should all be working together on this, determining optimum operating conditions which will 
preserve the long-term integrity and ecological functioning of Algoa Bay, while at the same time 
allowing such operations which will bring economic benefits for the local community. 
 
In order for this to happen there must be functional government controlling bodies which comply 
with the requisite laws and carry out any necessary investigations to determine optimum conditions 
for bunkering to occur.”  

Dr Eckart Schumann,  WESSA 
 

 
 

Notes to Editor 
 

All of the above organisations are represented on the Bunkering Environmental Working Group. 


