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T
HE port situation in recent
weeks has been generally
quiet, with few ships arriv-
ing. That is partly due to

the time of year, but is also an indi-
cation of the economy which is
quick to affect activity at the Port of
Durban.

Last month the port handled 309
ships, with a gross tonnage of
11.28 million. That is an average of
36 500gt a ship. If we look at January
last year, the port handled a similar
number of ships, 311, with a total
gross tonnage of 10.88 million and
an average of 34 984 gross tons a
ship, which is practically the same
year-on-year.

In terms of cargo handled year-
on-year for the month of January,
this year it was 7.438 million tons;
last year it was 7.272mt – much the
same. Containers differed slightly,
being 223 330 TEU (20-foot equiva-
lent unit) this year compared with
197 480 in January last year – some
growth but not much.

In 2010, the port handled 378
ships – with a gross tonnage of
10.799 million, or an average of
28 569gt a ship. Four years before
that, in 2006, it handled 392 ships
with a gross tonnage of 8.253 million
or an average of 21 000gt a ship. So
the numbers of ships have de-
creased, but the average size of
ships has increased.

Expansion

Obviously, taking just a sample
month is not the best way of arriv-
ing at any conclusion, but the same
exercise using annual figures pro-
duces much the same results. 

History reveals that in 2006, Dur-
ban handled almost 400 ships that
January, which averaged 21 000gt
each, and now, 14 years later, it is
handling almost 100 ships fewer, but
each ship has increased in size from
21 000 tons to 35 000 tons.

The purpose of this exercise is to
question what is needed for port ex-
pansion in the next 15 or more years. 

Do we need a new port with lots
more berths or does the port need
longer and deeper berths and better
stacking space for containers, and
can those be found in the existing
port? It is obvious that existing
berths are too short and will have to
be adjusted. We can see that happen-
ing at Maydon Wharf, where berth
deepening and lengthening is taking
place. From 15 berths, Maydon
Wharf will have just nine, though
the length of the wharf will remain
the same at 2 809m (excluding the
fish jetty).

At the container terminal,
Transnet wants to lengthen the
North Quay without sacrificing
three berths. That’s a win-win situa-
tion. Work on deepening and length-
ening other berths within the con-
tainer terminal will, however,
impact on the number of berths, re-
sulting in a reduced number.

It comes back to the type and size
of ships that are likely to call and
Transnet has the task of making
those forecasts. That’s where his-
tory and previous statistics are im-
portant, although they cannot pre-
dict the future.

The challenge is to understand
the future needs of cargo owners
and the shipping lines that serve
them, preferably ahead of demand.
Present trends do not indicate
strong growth, which places doubt
on any urgency to build a new dig-
out port south of the present one. 

They do, however, suggest that
Transnet must move quickly with
developing deeper and longer berths
in the existing port, such as are
planned for the North Quay (the
part of the container terminal di-
rectly opposite Wilson’s Wharf).

Transnet will also want to pro-
ceed with developing Salisbury Is-
land, acquiring part of the island for
container handling. The port will
then want to build a new quay from
the corner of Pier 1, berths 104A and
103, to Salisbury Island.

This will not go unopposed, as
objections have already been lodged
about the constant loss of water
area in Durban Bay.

In the late 1990s Transnet, when
getting the clearance to fill in water
opposite the Point docks, gave an as-
surance of never again applying to
recover land from the bay.

The problem Transnet faces is
that while it has occupation and
legal “ownership” of Durban Bay to
operate it as a port, it doesn’t own
the place. Durban Bay is bigger than
a port operator. It has immeasurable
bird and animal life which is depen-
dent on its sandbanks, mangroves,
shallow tidal water and estuarine
environment. 

The people of Durban also have
“ownership” in terms of the right to
use the bay for recreational activity
which includes the right to simply
look at it. It is an important tourist
attraction.

Nevertheless, we have to remem-
ber that Durban Bay is southern
Africa’s most important economic
gateway, on which much of the
economies of this country and its
neighbouring states depend. 

Faced with these challenges
Transnet has to plot a way that satis-
fies all the requirements and all
those concerned. Given the
circumstances it might be difficult
for anyone to justify making an
early start on the dig-out port. 

Perhaps a greater focus should
be placed on solving the back-of-port
challenges, in particular the needs
of the road haulers who move con-
tainers between the port terminal
and the container depots. The link
road connecting the terminal with
Solomon Mahlangu (Edwin Swales
VC) Drive is one priority, although
the development and use of a canal
and barges through the Bayhead
could alleviate much of this traffic.

THE Port of Richards Bay received
a naval visitor at the weekend. This
was the French Navy landing ship,
La Grandiere, pennant number
L9094, which is one of five Cham-
plain class small landing craft de-
signed specifically for France’s over-
seas dependencies.

Being a landing ship, La
Grandiere is able to undertake am-
phibious operations, while also per-
forming surveillance and resupply
duties. Its duties include supply
runs to the Esparses group of is-
lands in the Mozambique Channel. 

Not many people know about the
existence of these remote islands
and France generally discourages

visitors. Not very long ago, a South
African registered yacht operating
out of Mozambique was arrested off
Europa Island and charged with
trespassing.

This group of islands consists of
Europa, Bassas de India, Juan de
Nova and the two Glorieuses, on
each of which 15 French soldiers are
deployed to spend 45 days making
sure French sovereignty is ob-
served. The soldiers have mainly to
deal with unwelcome fishermen and
there always seems to be a French
warship in the vicinity to call up for
assistance if needed.

These isolated outposts, manned
by the French Foreign Legion, de-

pend on La Grandiere for oil and
gas, food supplies and anything else
necessary, as well as their eventual
redeployment.

The ship has a massive
640 000km2 area to cover. It is 80m in
length with a width of 13m and is
powered by two diesel engines. FS
La Grandiere has a crew of 44 and
can carry 138 soldiers and 12 vehi-
cles. Its armaments consist of
2x40mm (or 2x20mm) AA guns,
2x81mm mortars and 2x12.7mm ma-
chine guns. It also boasts a helicop-
ter pad on the aft deck. 

La Grandiere was commissioned
into service in 1987 and is based at
Reunion.
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