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DISAPPEARING ACT (2000)

Today when you tell people you’re going to Toco for the weekend, they’re likely to 
wince with envy. But tell them that when the Toco Port and Ferry development is 
built, and the reaction is more likely to be . . . why?

Chilling out along Toco’s beautiful coastline won’t be your answer.  And catching 
a ferry to Tobago is also unlikely to be high on your list.

No, if the Toco Port and Ferry consortium’s project is approved, your reason for 
visiting Toco will probably be that you are employed in the energy industry, or 
energy industry servicing sector, the bunkering industry, the fishing industry, the 
construction and building industries, the cruise ship and tourism industries, or the 
boat servicing and marina industries. 

You are unlikely to be employed in the ferry industry.

The Toco Port and Ferry project has very little to do with ferries at all. The Project 
Proposal document by the preferred developers, Lee Young and Partners (LYP) 
and Worldwide Traders International (WTI), devotes only a little of its 
considerable bulk to this subject.

Instead, it is a detailed document on the way the project will transform north-east 
Trinidad from rural retreat to ‘a successful business/enterprise zone’; a future 
‘Gold Coast’, according to the Prime Minister’s recent statements.

The Proposal states: ‘The project could become the centre of development for 
the eastern half of Trinidad as the city of Port of Spain was for the centre of 
development for the east west corridor and the western/southern region of 
Trinidad.’

It goes on to detail how this estimated US$71,444,700 million (TT$450,101,610) 
transformation will take place, and the effects it will have. 

The worries that Toco people have about the transformation of their village and 
coastline are well founded. The Toco Development Project is highly ambitious 
and disingenuous and, if conceived in its present form, will alter forever the social 
and environmental fabric of the area. 

It has been castigated, not only by environmentalists who see it as an 
abomination and disaster, but also by experts contacted in the oil and fishing 
industries who believe it to be hazardous, impracticable and unsustainable.

The Proposal for a multipurpose port in Toco Bay, the basis on which the 
Government and development consortium are anxious to implement as quickly 



as possible (July 2000 says the EIA), is strewn with inconsistencies, 
assumptions, omissions and misinformation.

Most disturbing is what the document does not say and what Toco Developers, 
and by implication the Government, have not said.

The Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) was carried out by Toco Port’s own 
proponents, Lee Young and Partners. It was released last week. 

From that it is plain that a full 17 hectare swathe of land, which includes two 
churches and a cemetery, is earmarked for ‘future expansion’ (see graphic & land 
acquisition). 

Also plain is that the EIA fails its most crucial test, that of assessing the true 
impact on the environment. It provides no alternatives or detailed mitigation 
measures as it should.

‘An abysmal shortage of credible data’ was what one experienced EIA observer 
told me. ‘The data that is presented is spurious and questionable.’ 

In the Port Proposal the developers publish their own in-house Environmental 
Impact Statement (EIS), which is not the same as an EIA, but a preliminary 
document.

Various comments on this have been: ‘Woefully inadequate, dismissive, self-
serving, uncritical’; and ‘baseline environmental conditions have been 
superficially addressed’. It has been accused of ‘treating with scant regard the 
socio-economic impacts’; ‘trivialising the importance of Toco’s beaches, and 
underestimating the importance of turtle nesting and coral reefs’.

Toco people are outraged at the lack of communication from the Government and 
developers; furious that a multipurpose port has been foisted upon them without 
any discussion; frightened by Government acquisition of their homes and land 
where two churches and a cemetery stand; horrified at the loss of their unique 
environment and ‘main source of our recreation’—their beaches; terrified that the 
Government has already made up its mind. 

At a stormy meeting called by Roger Boynes, MP, on July 8th, the people of Toco 
told the Government and developers that, while they were reasonable people 
who wanted infrustructural improvements for the area, they did not want the port. 
They have formed a committee to fight its implementation.  

But the developer’s EIA states: ‘Negative impacts encountered were mainly due 
to public perception which, once clarified, resulted in positive comments.’



The Toco Port and Ferry consortium’s Proposal and EIA raise many more 
questions than answers; questions which those involved should answer before 
going any further, not least those from the residents of Toco. 

THE PROPONENTS AND THE PROPOSAL
                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                      
In 1988 the Institute of Marine Affairs conducted a study on the feasibility of a 
port at three north-east sites. These were Balandra, Grand Riviere, and Toco. 
The report concluded that Toco offered ‘the worst possible option’—Balandra was 
deemed the best of the three.

Twelve years on,  a private consortium specialising in questionable 
environmental activities like mining, dredging, reclamation, longline fishing and 
offshore servicing is set to build a massive development in Toco Bay. 

The Toco port project is a Ministry of Works and Transport initiative, and features 
on the back cover of their April Infoscope newsletter as one of many ‘exciting 
changes across the national landscape’. Other exciting changes featured are the 
Foreshore reclamation project and the North Coast Road. Infoscope says the 
Toco Ferry is ‘imminent’.

The Toco port consortium is a joint venture company called Toco Developers Ltd, 
comprising Worldwide Traders International (WTI) and Lee Young and Partners 
(LYP).

Joe Ramkissoon of LYP is the CEO of Toco Developers (also Chairman of Caroni 
Ltd). Robert Charbonne is President of WTI  (also Chairman of National 
Maintenance Training and Security (MTS)). 

A Cabinet committee chaired by Sidney Knox awarded the bid to Toco 
Developers based on the Proposal.

LYP’s projects have included the reclamation of Invaders Bay, and reclamation at 
Pt Lisas, Pt Fortin and San Fernando. 

WTI, says the Proposal,  ‘have vast experience . . . worldwide contacts for hard 
to find construction and fabrication materials . . . financial and administrative 
consulting particularly pertinent to new and start-up companies in Third World 
countries’.

Financial advice comes from part of ‘a team of experts’. Alliance Capital Projects 
is ‘a recently established company involved in all aspects of project 
promotion . . . capital markets activities, financial engineering . . . specialising in 
identifying opportunities and creating innovative solutions’. Their Chairman is 



Karl Hudson Phillips, QC; the President is Ved Seereeram, and Vice President, 
Ken Soodhoo.

Toco Port will be built as a ‘Build-Own-Operate-Transfer’, or BOOT, venture 
undertaken by the Ministry of Works. At the end of the 15-year operating period 
by Toco Developers they will hand it over to the Government for the sum of $1. 
All profits accrued during this period will go to Toco Developers.

The developers need to make profits quickly, because a $US71 million venture 
like the Toco Port cannot be financed by return tickets to Scarborough in 15 
years.

Instead, the setting up of ‘strategic business units’ will pay for the development:  
bunkering (refuelling international shipping), oil industry servicing facilities, a 
longlining  fishing fleet and processing facility, a cruise ship hub, and the marina. 
Bunkering and fishing are expected to generate the most revenue.

However, the reasons given for the proposed success of these ‘strategic 
business units’, and by implication the project as a whole, are based on 
assumptions.  

No full audit has been done. Also, no market studies are presented, and there is 
no sensitivity analysis—that is, nothing is presented to show the effect of one or 
more assumptions not materialising. In addition, various factors have not been 
costed in at all, and the question of very expensive insurance premiums—of 
which, legally, there should be many—are ignored.

THE ‘STRATEGIC BUSINESS UNITS’

OFFSHORE BUNKERING

Bunkering is described in bold type as a ‘Win Win Situation’.  The proposal 
declares: ‘The Port will offer a suitable refuelling station no other country can 
compete with’.

Worldwide Traders International have had a man counting ships from Toco 
Lighthouse. WTI says some 700 vessels per month pass by; they assume 15 per 
month will stop in Toco in year one, and up to 20 per month by year five.

The bunkering service will be provided by a single buoy mooring (SBM), 
approximately 1500m offshore. Fuel pumps will be set  up on the dock and a 
pipeline laid on the seabed. ‘It will be marketed to cruise ships, all types of cargo 
vessels and crude carriers’.



It’s expected to generate gross margins of US$3.75 million by end of year 5, 
assuming an average demand of 400 tons of fuel per ship and 2,000 tons per 
cruise ship trip, and assuming a 20% market share.

A senior oil and energy industry executive who has seen the port proposal told 
me of his concerns about safety, insurances, and the lack of qualifications of the 
operators to run such a high-risk enterprise. 

He said explosions and spills resulting from a valve not being shut down properly 
could cost hundreds of millions of dollars to clean up. 

“Laying a pipeline is a serious proposition,” he added. “There are no safety 
regulations or response actions mentioned in the event of an accident.”

He concluded the port plan was hazardous, with too many different projects 
operating cheek by jowl in a relatively small area: cruise ships,  passengers, fish 
processing, trawlers, oil servicing and passenger ferries. He insisted that oilfield 
servicing must operate independently from anything else.

A senior underwriter in the insurance industry told me the following insurances 
were required: Environmental Impairment Liability, Bunkering Insurances, 
Wharfingers Liability Insurance, Stevedore Liability Insurance, Pollution Liability, 
Offshore Liability and several others. None are mentioned in the Proposal.

The cost of these insurances can be prohibitive based on the location of the port 
and the residential and environmental concerns in the vicinity. Also, the cost and 
size of the liability required is dependent upon the following: whether it is a 
commercial or industrial port; the type of activities, vessels and craft handled; the 
experience of the personnel involved; and, pertinent in Toco’s case, the location 
and exposure—are climate, sea conditions and wind a factor?

As an example of the cost of liability insurance in Trinidad, BP Amoco pay US$ 8 
million annually, Petrotrin pay US$ 2 million, and Plipdeco pay US$ 500,000 
anually — but they will not allow oil tankers or bunkering activity due to risk 
coverage.

FISHING

Robert Charbonne’s WTI will operate a fleet of 10 longline vessels.  All fish will 
be sold to the consortium for sale to the export market; some will be flown from 
an upgraded airstrip at Galera Point.

This will more than double the capacity of Trinidad’s longline fleet. However, with 
the seven or eight longliners currently in service, Trinidad and Tobago actually 



exceeded its quota of 42 metric tons of swordfish before the end of February this 
year. 

Furthermore, this country was red-flagged by the International Commission for 
the Conservation of Atlantic Tunas (ICCAT), of which we are a member. 
Embargoes were threatened over discrepancies in reported landings of 
swordfish.

According to a senior and well-respected figure in the fishing industry: “We 
cannot increase the fishing effort. The Fisheries Division of the Ministry of 
Agriculture has identified that all our commercial species are either exploited or 
over-exploited, and no further fishing effort should be made.”

He added that longliners—boats trailing 30-mile lines with thousands of hooks—
also snare marlin. White marlin in the proposed fishing area, the Atlantic, are 
down to 23% of their maximum yield, and blue marlin 25%. 

But WTI’s Proposal says: ‘The Atlantic Ocean from Trinidad to Africa still offers 
virgin territory to explore species like tuna, swordfish, grouper, and snapper.’

Then it admits: ‘The global industrial fishing fleet has expanded at a rate that is 
twice as fast as the rise in catches. Today the global fleet is at least 30% larger 
than it needs to be . . . new technologies have made each boat more effective at 
finding and landing fish—a recipe for over-exploitation’.

It goes on: ‘In the developing world the potential human costs of the current 
decline in fisheries are even greater . . . the prices of most fish species continue 
to rise as harvests shrink, making fish a less affordable meal to low income 
people’.

WTI  then declares: ‘As long as fish stocks are plentiful and demand is high, 
economics dictate it will be profitable to invest in fishing, and the number of 
fishers exploiting the resource will continue to increase’.

Robert Charbonne said at a Toco meeting that as long as the Japanese and 
Taiwanese exploit these waters, then we should do so too.

Venezuelan fisherman will be encouraged to use the facilities, sell the Port their 
catch, and purchase ice, bait, tackle and fuel from the consortium.

The proposal assumes an annual revenue of US$5.5 million from the fishing 
catch. This assumes 8,000 lbs per each of the 10 boats each month of the year. 
However, elsewhere in the proposal it is stated that each vessel will average 
15,000 lbs per month.



The cost of the 10 ‘state-of-the-art’ longline trawlers is not given. It will take WTI 
two years to build all the vessels from scratch.

OIL SERVICING/DOCK

“My knowledge of the oil industry and a small survey tells me that the service 
companies are not interested in operating out of the Toco facility, and that only by 
force will they move to this location,” said a senior oil servicing executive.

A single-purpose oil/energy servicing facility at an expanded Galeota is preferred 
by many professionals. British Gas, Shell, Exxon, Arco, Halliburton and Baker 
Hughes have all expressed an interest.

Toco Developers have a different point of view, saying Galeota is too small:
‘Competitive oil companies will not want to use this facility as they will not be in a 
position to make demands. They will be inclined to use a facility where they could 
have full control . . .’

A letter to the developers referring to the Toco Port, from oil giant Conoco, begs 
to differ: ‘Conoco does not endorse or support any individual company involved 
with this project’.

CRUISE SHIPS

‘A cruise ship terminal . . . offering sea, sun, sand, and abundance of eco, flora 
and fauna’, says the Proposal. It does not make clear which beaches along the 
rough north and east coasts would be suitable for predominantly elderly 
sunseekers.

‘Passengers will fly into Tobago or Trinidad and board the vessel at Toco . . . a 
major business opportunity’. 

The developers will ‘encourage cruise ship operators to originate from Toco and 
set sail south to the Guyanas for a major eco holiday. . . location ideal as a hub 
for the Eco Cruise Ship’.

It adds: ‘The Port  will refuel and restock the ship for a 1-2 week cruise with an 
average of 2,500-3,000 passengers per ship’. Elsewhere it says passengers per 
cruise will be 1,500-2,000.

Toco residents wanted to know what 3,000 cruise ship passengers dumped in 
Toco would do with themselves, and how many vehicles would be needed to 
transport them around. 



In the small print of the proposal appendix it says: ‘cruise ships will also not turn 
around their passengers in Toco, but that is what we will work to . . .’

There are no letters of interest from cruise lines in the proposal.

THE MARINA

Toco Developers state that ‘yachties consider Trinidad a safe haven’. Others are 
very dubious as to whether the north and east coasts could be termed safe for 
pleasure craft.

The proposal states that Chaguaramas is nearly full and that ‘Toco will provide an 
ideal substitute. . . we cannot come up with any weak link or volatile areas for a 
pleasure craft marina . . . cannot find any grey areas’.

Toco people say that a pleasure craft marina won’t benefit them. The consortium, 
on the other hand, can expect annual revenues of US$300,000 per annum by 
year 5, they say.

THE FERRY

The Proposal assumes that 60% of those using the current ferry service from 
Port of Spain to Tobago will use the Toco service instead, and that 25% of those 
using the airbridge will do the same.

It contradicts itself by stating that ferry revenue generated by passengers will be 
less than five per cent — almost all ferry revenue will be derived from commercial 
traffic. This will be especially beneficial to those involved in Tobago’s construction 
boom: ‘the opportunity to truck sand and gravel from Valencia to Toco and on to 
Tobago’. 

‘A ferry has been located’, says the document, but from where, and of what age 
is not mentioned.

It is proposed to introduce two ferries (cost: US$3 million), with one in operation 
in 90 days after the commencement of works. A possible extension of the service 
to Grenada and Guyana with the advent of a second ferry after three years is 
mooted.



The ferry will be operated by Ro/Ro Maritime Services of Switzerland, a company 
of four years experience whose certificate of approval was issued in January 
1996. 

‘Two Greek gentlemen’ will fill positions of Ferry Operator and Ferry Captain. 
They will train locals to replace them in two years. All other positions to be filled 
by locals.

Total cost of the ferry operation with terminal and breakwater included is 
estimated at US$12.3 million. ‘Bunkering and fishing will absorb significant 
overheads’.

Vehicle numbers are assumed to be 21.7  per trip (three trips a day). However, 
elsewhere the proposal  states:  ‘average daily traffic from ferry (assuming 
increase of 50% in busy periods) would be 1,000 vehicles’.

THE ROAD

Central to the success of the project is the accessibility of Toco by road. Last 
year, Sadiq Baksh said no Government or public money would be spent on what 
he called ‘a transport project with ancillary components’.

But his Ministry will be spending public money — US$23 million (TT$154m) of it. 
They will also be spending money acquiring private land.

It is they who will rebuild the road. Toco Developers’s CEO, Joe Ramkissoon, 
said they would not go ahead with the project unless the road was upgraded. 
Their proposal states that this part of the project ‘will be funded through a 
mechanism which requires direct Government support’.

It declares: ‘Further traffic demands have dictated that a two-lane, two-way road 
of arterial standard, having a capacity of 1200 vehicles per hour, should be 
provided to the site’, but it is not clear where this road is located.

Improvements to the existing road section will include realignment of sections, 
road widening, and repair and widening of culverts and several bridges including 
their complete replacement.

In addition, a new site access road from Toco Main Road will have to be 
constructed, as the ‘existing Stephens Road is not designed to accommodate 
heavy traffic volumes’.
But the EIA says: ‘There will be neither construction access nor port-operational 
access through either Stephens Road or Cemetery Street . . . no need for 
widening these roads’.



The work will be done in 3 years of phased development — ‘during this period 
several jobs will be created for local residents’.

Rehabilitation work to be done using Lee Young & Partners’ design, with 
construction by Seereeram Bros Ltd.

LAND ACQUISITION

Before the project can be completed, private land has to be acquired: 17 
hectares, or about 45 acres of it.

In February the Cabinet agreed to the initiation of the acquisition of 17 hectares 
of land with ‘a view to forestalling widespread land speculation in the area’. Soon 
after, some 35 different householders woke up to find their homes being 
measured up by Lands and Surveys.

The consortium insist four or five houses will go, and they are right. Those 
houses will go in Phase 1. What they haven’t said is what happens after Phase 3. 
The EIA’s port plan graphic shows that a large and indeterminate tract of land 
east of Stephens Road, and south of the Paria Main road is to be used for ‘future 
development’.

The EIA adds that the area the five houses occupy will be required within six 
months of the commencement of  works.

TOCO’S ENVIRONMENT

The Cabinet has agreed, in principle, to the development of the port, ferry and 
ancillary services at Toco, subject to the preferred bidder ‘satisfying the 
environmental impact conditions’.

In that case it is difficult to see how this project will be approved.

The EIA’s Terms of Reference (TOR), which are the environmental conditions the 
Town and Country Planning Division require to be addressed by the developers 
before final approval can be given, are not fulfilled, and there is no analysis of 
alternative solutions.

A comment from someone with an experienced background in EIA studies was:

“Given the lack of credible information and data in the EIA supplied by Lee Young 
& Partners, it seems inconceivable that final approval will be granted to such a 
mammoth project,” adding, “ it is one of the worst EIA’s I have seen.”



(IMPACT SIDEBAR)

The following is part of Lee Young and Partners own EIA. It consists of a chart 
showing the ‘potential magnitude’ of likely environmental impacts. Others who 
have read the EIA challenge these impacts and many other statements.

Ecology - negligible
Erosion - negligible
Dredging - negligible
Reclamation - low
Air quality - low
Noise environment - medium
Landscape quality - low
Drainage - negligible
Transportation - high
Socio-economic conditions - high
Infrastructure - medium
Land use - medium
Cultural patterns - low

The following is what the Port Proposal states about environmental impacts 
during construction. 

Noise: generated by pumps, lorries, bulldozers, graders, rollers, pile drivers, 
concrete trucks and other machinery; large labour force will also contribute to 
noise factor . . . noise will impact on different species of birds and animal life . . . 
some birds will migrate.
Air pollution: dust, debris burning, exhaust.
Destruction of bathing  and recreation area, though it is not really of high quality.
Aesthetic and visual degradation due to construction activity and interference 
with scenic values.
Alteration of some social patterns and interactions in the village due to scale of 
project.
Modifications of topography and vegetation, and therefore landscape quality.
Disturbance of natural drainage of the sloping site.
Possible soil erosion due to removal of vegetation.
Generation of solid waste.

Below is what the Proposal says Toco residents will live with when construction is 
complete.

Marine pollution from wastewater discharges, fish handling waste, spillages from 
fuel handling equipment, and bilge water disposal from ships and trawlers.



Loss of land for any other use.
Increase in traffic generation and possible bottlenecks along main arterial and 
access roads.
Production of solid waste.
Increase in storm water run-offs.
Noise generation and vibration from increased vehicular traffic, ships in port, 
waste handling equipment.
Air pollution from smoke emission, particular matter, dust and odours.
Aesthetic visual effects.
Social impacts.
Possible uncertainty due to dislocation.

THE NATURAL ENVIRONMENT

The waters off Toco are the most pristine to be found anywhere in Trinidad. Toco, 
and nearby Salybia, boast the best examples of coral ecosystems around this 
island’s coasts.

At stake is the destruction of an entire complex coral community in Toco Bay, and 
possibly further afield; the effects of dredging and reclamation of 15 hectares of 
seabed; the effects of a 1,400ft breakwater on water circulation and the resultant 
build-up of pollution and algae; the threat to hawksbill and leatherback turtles in 
Toco and nesting grounds further afield; and the destruction of the benthic 
community of Toco Bay — or life under the water.

The proposal states: ‘The hawksbill turtle which has been known to nest in this 
area occasionally, and offshore coral communities are the only features of note 
— there are better examples of these phenomena for educational and 
recreational purposes elsewhere on north coast’.

Also at stake is the destruction of the natural coastline and bathing areas of Toco 
Bay, and the threat of pollution along the coast west of the development.

Toco Developers’ EIA concludes: ‘. . . there are no significant long-term impacts 
to either the marine or terrestrial ecology . . . the project offers extensive positive 
impacts’.

TOCO’S CORAL - (sidebar to go with photo)

Professor Julian Kenny is Trinidad’s foremost expert on coral communities in 
Trinidad. He challenges the EIS assumption that Toco Bay ‘does not possess a 
critical habitat either onshore or offshore’.



In a letter to David McIntosh of the EMA he says: ‘The north east of Trinidad, in 
particular Salybia, Patience Bay and Toco Bay, present the richest communities 
of reef building coral communities.’ 

Toco Bay, he says, ‘has a well-developed back reef with prominent boulder 
corals, and is rich in octocorals’. He adds the bay possesses an immense 
boulder coral, probably a few hundred years old.

Professor Kenny told Toco residents that dredging and the effects of the 1,400 ft 
breakwater would destroy Toco Bay’s coral forever.

ENDS


