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There’s no way around it: to solve the worsening climate crisis requires we accept both 
that the vast majority of easily extracted fossil fuels must now be left underground, and 
that through democratic planning, we must collectively reboot our energy, transport, 
agricultural, production, consumption and disposal systems so that by 2050 we can live 
good lives with less than a quarter of the world’s current levels of greenhouse gas 
emissions.  
 
That’s what science tells us, with a punctuation mark provided by the near-disaster at 
Sheffield Beach during intense storms last week, when a 40-year old oil tanker, MT 
Phoenix, drifted from the long queue at Durban’s harbor entrance and grounded on the 
rocky shoreline 25km north of the city.  
 
According to Cathleen Jacka of the maritimematters.net website, the incident confounded 
the South African Maritime Safety Authority, what “with hints at a deliberate beaching; the 
possibility of a mystery stowaway still hiding onboard; uncertainty as to the true identity of 
the owners and even that the vessel was scrapped in India last year.”  



 
An official observed that the 15-member crew “seemed inexperienced in the basic actions 
required to stabilise the vessel’s position” and remarked, “It would not be the first time that 
an unscrupulous ship owner was prepared to sacrifice a vessel in attempt to realise the 
insured value.”  
 
At risk were 400 tons of oil being carried by the ship on its final voyage, from West Africa to 
India’s shipbreakers. If spilled during the grounding, the ship’s oil would have ruined at 
least 10km of priceless coastline.  
 
The MT Phoenix already needed rescuing when its engines broke down off the Eastern 
Cape a month ago, and authorities planned to confiscate it from the mysterious Panama-
registered A&K Shipping. Though estimates of the heroic weekend operation’s cost to the 
taxpayer easily run into the tens of millions of rands, thank goodness for the skilled 
National Sea Rescue Institute emergency workers who saved the crew and others who 
helped pump the ship’s oil ashore. 
 
However, another potential oil disaster looms in this very location; ironic, given our 
hosting of the global climate summit in four months’ time. Unskilled, uncaring or 
unscrupulous Pretoria bureaucrats are putting Durban in the line of fire for another spill, as 
if we don’t have enough here from where I write in South Durban, our economy’s 
petrochemical armpit. 
 
On May 5, the Petroleum Agency of SA began authorizing Silver Wave Energy to conduct 
seismic surveys for oil, stretching from Amanzimtoti to Richards Bay, in water depths as 
shallow as 30 meters and as deep as two kilometers. By comparison, BP’s Deepwater 
Horizon platform in the much calmer Gulf of Mexico drilled 1.5 km down to the seafloor 
surface. 
 
Silver Wave Energy is nominally based in Singapore but its main owner is Burmese 
businessman Min Min Aung, and in spite of sanctions (supposedly supported by Pretoria) 
meant to punish Aung’s very tight relations with the junta that still rules wretched Burma, 
he got PetroSA’s support to explore 8000 square km. 
 
A few days later, Silver Wave announced a $100 million oil search in the Hukaung Valley in 
northeastern Burma. According to reporter Thomas Maung Shwe of Mizzima news service, 
if Silver Wave pursued these plans, it would threaten local villagers as well as endangered 
tigers, Himalayan bears, elephants and leopards. Although the area contains a large tiger 
and nature reserve, “the Burmese regime has encouraged logging, gold mining, large scale 
farms and the building of factories inside.” Silver Wave quickly denied what its own press 
release had announced, but confirmed it will drill near the reserve. 
 
A company so dastardly is a high risk, and to prove the point, the Silver Wave 
environmental impact document that PetroSA endorsed includes a description of the 
notorious Agulhas Current, which begins at the SA-Mozambique border: “Compared to 



other western boundary currents the Agulhas Current adjacent to southern Africa’s East 
Coast exhibits a remarkable stability.”  
 
Huh? In reality, the Natal Pulse races down the Agulhas a half-dozen times each year, 
pushing 20km per day. It is one reason Durban’s coastline hosts more than 50 major ship 
carcasses. Creating havoc further south on the Wild Coast, the Pulse contributes to the 
rouge waves that have sunk many hundreds more big vessels in what is considered one of 
the world’s most dangerous shipping corridors. 
 
Just off South Durban’s Cuttings Beach, we witnessed a major 2004 spill at the Single Buoy 
Mooring, and onshore, corporate pollution standards are so lax that rust-bucket refineries 
have had disastrous leaks, regularly catch fire and flare daily poisons on neighbouring 
communities. Merebank has the world’s highest-ever recorded asthma rate in a school (52 
percent of kids), as Settlers Primary sits above Mondi’s paper mill (SA’s largest) and 
between two refineries: one run by BP, Shell and Thebe Investments (Sapref) is next to the 
old airport, and just north of that is the joint venture (Enref) run by Engen, Chevron and 
Total. 
 
Together they can process 300,000 barrels of oil a day, more than any other single site in 
Africa aside from a mega-refinery in Algeria. Transnet’s new 705km pipeline from these 
refineries to Johannesburg will double existing pumping capacity. Delayed two years, the 
project’s cost overrun is from R9.5 billion announced in 2005 to R23.4 bn. 
 
Last week in the Ecuadoran Amazon, I joined forty members of the civil society network 
Oilwatch – including four others from Africa led by Friends of the Earth International 
chairperson Nnimmo Bassey from the Niger Delta – to witness the mess left by Chevron 
after a quarter century’s operations. Six months ago, local courts found the firm 
responsible for $19 billion in damages for cultural destruction (two indigenous nations 
wiped out), water and soil pollution and deforestation in the world’s greatest lung – but 
Chevron’s California headquarters refuses to cough up.  
  
The really hopeful part of the visit, however, was our host NGO Accion Ecologica’s proposal 
at the Yasuni National Park on the Peruvian border, which they call ‘leave the oil in the soil’. 
Part of the North’s debt for overuse of the planet’s CO2 carrying capacity must be to 
compensate Ecuador’s people the $3.5 billion that they would otherwise earn from 
extracting the oil. Leaving it unexploited in the Amazon is the most reasonable way the 
industrial and post-industrial countries can make a downpayment on their climate debt.  
 
If the UN’s Green Climate Fund design team, co-chaired by Trevor Manuel, were serious 
about spending its promised $100 billion a year by 2020, this project is where they would 
start, with an announcement on November 28 to put the COP17 on the right footing.  
 
Don’t count on it. Instead, as usual, civil society must push this argument, in the process 
insisting that other oil-tankers share the final fate of MT Phoenix: a graceful not rocky 
retirement. 
 



 
Patrick Bond’s public seminar on Ecuador’s oil experiences will be at the UKZN Centre for Civil 

Society in Memorial Tower Building from 12:30-2pm today. 


