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Serious maritime hubs need 
strong ports in order to grow. But 
what happens when a port out-
grows its own skin? In the case of 
Vancouver, some say the port has 
reached its growth limit. 

The biggest port in Canada, and 
one of the biggest in North Ameri-
ca, Vancouver is upping the ante in 
its fight for future viability, press-
ing hard to bring its mega-project 
Terminal 2 expansion to fruition. 
But it faces determined opposition.
And if it cannot overcome that op-
position, where does the future lie?

Perhaps the answer lies across 
the Georgia Strait in the remote 
wilderness of Vancouver Island. 
Promoters of the Port Alberni 
Trans-Shipment Hub (PATH) 
project believe so — and their idea 
is slowly gaining traction.

The tiny Port Alberni has giant 
ambitions. It wants to establish a 

Pacific Rim deepwater port to serve 
primarily Vancouver, but potential-
ly all ports in the Pacific Northwest 
(PNW), including Everett, Seattle 
and Tacoma across the US border in 
Washington state, all from this 
wooded wilderness outpost with a 
population of just over 15,000.

Zoran Knezevic, president and 
chief executive of the Port Alberni 
Port Authority, is aware of the  
paradox. 

“As one of the smallest of the 18 
Canadian port authorities, we ini-
tially met with some challenges, 
as it seemed somewhat incongru-
ous for such a small port to be pro-
moting such a big project,” he said. 
“But the merits of PATH have been 
speaking for themselves. This is 
what is important, and it is begin-

ning to open doors and minds to 
the project.”

Across on the mainland, the Port 
of Vancouver fac-
es resistance 
from a group 
called APE, 
or Against 
Port Ex-
pansion on 
the Fraser 
E s t u a r y, 
where it is 
located.

The eco-
logical fu-
ture of the 
Fraser is at 
risk, the group 
claims, as is the 
quality of life of 
thousands of Van-
couver residents 
and the 

fate of adjacent agricultural land. 
Many residents back the protests, 
fed up with the noise from trains 

and trucks and spooked 
by the prospect of 

even more traffic if 
the port follows 

through with 
its major ex-
p a n s i o n 
plans.

Part of the 
e x p a n s i o n 

argument is 
in response 
to projected 

growth vol-
umes, and 
part is fuelled 

by the in-
crease in 

containership size. But space is at 
a painful premium in Vancouver. 

Its port infrastructure chief, 
Cliff Stewart, says he started work-
ing on the Terminal 2 expansion 
project the day after the gold- 
medal ice hockey game in the 2010 
Winter Olympics. “That is the real-
ity. These things take a long time 
because they have a big impact on 
people.”

The folks at PATH feel they have 
a solution that would take less 
time and money, be more efficient 
and have less of an impact on the 
environment, the population and 
the quality of life in Vancouver.

In the 2014 PATH Feasibility 
Study, they argue that Port Alber-
ni’s proximity to Asia, the chance to 
be the first automated port in the 
PNW region and the potential to 

accommodate mega-boxships all 
work in favour of a hub-

and-spoke tran-
shipment op-
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The Port Alberni Trans-Shipment 
Hub (PATH) project has some 
sound theory on its side.

Olaf Merk, a blogger with ties to 
the European Union, argues that 
ships will keep getting bigger and 
ports will have to grow to keep up. 
He also sides with Vancouver port 
infrastructure chief Cliff Stewart 
in stating that growth will be 
painful and costly for urban ports, 
where space is the critical factor. 

Merk said simply: “We will see 
more ports outside cities.” 

Another argument that speaks 

in favour of locating hubs outside 
dense urban settings is efficiency. 

“Bigger ships need bigger ports, 
leading to bigger but fewer 
carriers, which need fewer ports,” 
Merk said. “So the ports system 
gets more concentrated.” 

Port Alberni wants to 
consolidate transpacific traffic to 
and from the Pacific Northwest, 
allowing for more efficient, 
flexible feeding to inland ports. 

But does Vancouver have to 
defeat Port Alberni to survive? Or 
can it see an opportunity here, 
rather than a threat? In fact, that 
was the original intention of PATH, 

to offer a viable alternative for 
container traffic to Canada’s lower 
southwest. In keeping with this 
ideology, the PATH report is 
loaded not just with arguments in 
favour of Port Alberni, but also 
with solutions intrinsically 
beneficial to Vancouver.

“We don’t see our proposed 
PATH as disruptive, but rather as 
complementary towards 
necessary efforts to improve 
efficiencies and add capacity to 
the [Vancouver] Gateway,” said 
Port Alberni president and chief 
executive Zoran Knezevic.

Reducing the formidable traffic 

volumes already generated by the 
Port of Vancouver would be chief 
among potential benefits. The 
planned Terminal 2 expansion is 
estimated to increase the 
percentage of drayage traffic in 
peak hours by 3% to 5%.

The Port Alberni option, it is 
argued, would also eliminate the 
need to expand road and rail 
infrastructure in Vancouver, while 
reducing maintenance expenses 
that burden city budgets. At-risk 
environments, including wetlands, 
farmlands and salmon habitats, 
would be spared.

Knezevic says that for the 

region to receive boxships of 
14,000 teu and more, both 
Vancouver and Seattle have to 
invest and build the infrastructure, 
as the shipping lines will only 
bring ships that can call at both 
places. It is envisaged that PATH 
would handle 22,000-teu ships.

Stay tuned for the final round. 
As with all epic battles between 
giants and mortals, the outcome 
of this one should prove 
portentous. 

Kevin Gallagher writes for Oslo-
based marketing and public  

relations company Blue-C

This may be The PaTh for PorTs of The fuTure
Kevin Gallagher Oslo

Vancouver faces David  
and Goliath battle  
with tiny island port

Expansion plans challenged in battle for maritime supremacy in Canada’s Pacific gateway

AIMING HIGH: Port Alberni Port 
Authority boss Zoran Knezevic.
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Part nationalised French navy 
builder DCNS has for the first time 
publicly stated its intention to 
take an equity stake in STX France 
as politicians also want to “tempo-
rarily” nationalise the yard

Italian cruise builder Fincan-
tieri has been named as the pre-
ferred bidder for the St Nazaire-
based luxury cruiseship builder in 
a Seoul court administered sell off.

STX France is being sold as 
part of the restructuring of bank-
rupt STX Offshore & Shipbuilding 
Group, which controls 67% of STX 
France, with the remaining shares 
held by the French government.

The DCNS comments raise the 
question whether it wants to work 
with Fincantieri in a joint venture 
with STX France.

DCNS chief executive Herve 
Guillou is quoted at a press brief-
ing this week as saying that DCNS 
would “most likely” take an equity 
stake in STX France.

He said that the move is aimed 
at protecting French national 
interests as a navy builder. STX 
France builds navy vessels as well 
as cruiseships.

“We will pay close attention 
to the evolution of the STX file 
because we have for ourselves 
and for the strategic interests of 
French defence a certain number 
of precautions to take on the fu-
ture of STX,” Guillou said. 

“These precautions concern two 
subjects: the ability to continue 
to make in France large military 

French take on Italians in 
bid to protect STX France
Navy builder DCNS wants a stake in shipyard as politicians urge the company 
to move in and protect national interests
Adam Corbett London
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A pioneering project kicked off 
this week to develop the knowl-
edge base necessary to design, 
build and test the world’s first hy-
drogen-powered ferry.

The  “HYBRIDskip” initiative be-
gan in Trondheim under the wing 
of Fiskerstrand Holding, which 
controls the Fiskerstrand shipyard 
and naval architecture firm Multi 
Maritime on Norway’s west coast. 

Its eventual goal is to adapt the 
technology for longer journeys 
and larger vessels. Main propul-
sion will be based on hydrogen 
fuel cells combined with batteries 
for optimal energy efficiency.

Simply explained, fuel-cell pro-
pulsion will involve mixing hy-
drogen from an onboard tank with 

oxygen from the air to generate 
electric power and water.

“The result will be a hybrid 
ferry that will be in operation be-
fore 2020,” said Fiskerstrand chief 
executive Rolf Fiskerstrand in a 
statement. He is confident the 
project will cement Norway’s po-
sition as a world leader in zero-
emission technologies.

Fiskerstrand Holding secured 
state-sponsored funding for the 
project in December. It came  
through the PILOT-E scheme estab-
lished by the Norwegian Research 
Council, Innovation Norway and 
public energy efficiency/renewa-
bles enterprise Enova to fast-track 
the development of environmen-
tally friendly products and services 
as part of the government’s emis-
sions reduction efforts.

The Norwegian Maritime Di-
rectorate (NMD) has two green-
technology experts involved in 
the project who will formulate the 
approval process for the use of hy-
drogen as fuel in maritime trans-
port. DNV GL is also onboard to de-
velop classification rules.

The first phase of the project 
will focus on mapping the tech-
nical and regulatory criteria to be 
followed, investigation and testing 
of fuel cells for use under mari-
time conditions, as well as solu-
tions and procedures for hydrogen 
bunkering and onshore supply.

The second phase will involve 
the actual construction of the se-
lected ferry design, testing, pilot-
ing and operations.

“Risk analysis and the regula-
tory framework linked to approv-

als will be an extremely important 
part of the process,” Fiskerstrand 
said of NMD’s involvement. 

Other partners working on the 
project include Sintef (hybrid 
laboratory model, marine use of 
hydrogen and fuel cell technol-
ogy), NEL (bunkering, technical 
and economic analysis including 
safety aspects), Hexagon Raufoss 
(hydrogen storage and transport) 
and the More og Romsdal county 
authorities (selection of appropri-
ate ferry connection for operation-
al trials).

Other recipients of the NOK 
70m ($8.2m) issued by PILOT-E 
for maritime applications com-
prise the Brodrene Aa shipyard, 
Siemens,and Kongsberg Maritime 
and Wartsila, according to local 
media.
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Norway launches project to build the 
world’s first ferry fuelled by hydrogen

“Herve Guillou: We will pay close attention to the evolution of the STX file 
because we have for ourselves and for the strategic interests of French 

defence a certain number of precautions to take on its future.

ships and the ability to maintain 
French solidarity on the export of 
military ships,” he added. 

He said that talks were ongoing 
with “the Koreans” and estimated 
the discussions could lead to 10% 
of STX France.

A key factor in entering the 
talks — despite Fincantieri being 
named as the preferred bidder — is 
a blocking vote the French govern-
ment has through its 37% share-
holding, which allows it to prevent 
another company from acquiring 
the yard.

Former French economic minis-
ter Arnaud Montebourg called on 
the government to take its share-
holding in STX France, possibly 
thorough DCNS, up to 51% and to 

“build the alliance” with Fincan-
tieri.

The French government con-
trols 62% of DCNS.

The French concern is that a 
takeover by the Italian yard would 
result in major cruiseship orders 

and customers being taken over 
by the Italian yard, which is also 
helping China grow as a cruise-
ship builder.

In addition, STX France is a ma-
jor employer with 2,600 workers 
on its books. Montebourg said “the 
state should build the alliance 
with Fincantieri”. 

“I ask the government to pro-
ceed with the nationalization of 
STX, which is perhaps temporary, 
so as to build the alliance in force 
with our Italian friends of Fincan-
tieri.”

Observers suggest politicians 
are making political capital over 
the sell-off of STX France with a 
presidential election due in April 
this year.

BATTLEGROUND: 
sTX France saint-
nazaire shipyard.
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PORT IN A STORM: Little Port 
Alberni (left) is proving a fly in 

the ointment of expansion plans 
by the giant Port of Vancouver 

(above). Below, Cliff Stewart of 
the Port of Vancouver.
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eration concept, with Port Alberni 
as the destination for transpacific 
shipments, using feeder barges and 
shortsea ships to complete the 
journey to major PNW ports. 

They also point out that cargo 
could be transported to more final 
destinations by sea, reducing hin-
terland congestion.

Citizens of Vancouver are more 
concerned about quality of life 
than quantity of cargo.

So, why isn’t Vancouver looking 
for alternatives outside the city 
centre? Well, more port means 
more revenue for the city — and 
for terminal operators, in this case  
DP World Vancouver, one of port  
powerhouse DP World’s many  
major operations around the globe. 

By nature, DP World must fight 
to preserve its investment in Van-
couver and the first line of defence 
is to eliminate potential threats. 
The growth of Port Alberni could 
mean the eventual dethronement 
of Vancouver. 

With these interests at stake, 
and local and national politicians 
speaking out on the importance of 
maintaining Vancouver’s viability 
as the largest port in Canada, one 
might think that expansion was 
only a matter of time. 

Port Alberni says it offers a path 
of less resistance that could bene-
fit all parties, but is Vancouver 
willing to yield some of the reve-
nue and political clout a major 
port provides? And can it tolerate 
being usurped by a tiny, remote 
village — a place once voted “Can-
ada’s worst place to live”?
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