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Ebeye facing fuel 

crisis in new year

By GIFF JOHNSON

Will KAJUR, Ebeye’s power company, have fuel to keep the lights on in January? And will there be kerosene and gas available on the island next month?

Mobil Oil Micronesia is pulling out of servicing both Ebeye and Jaluit effective January 1, and a possible agreement between Mobil and Pacific International Inc. (PII) that would see PII take over both fuel delivery and operation of tanks on the two islands was still being negotiated as the Journal went to press this week. 

Meanwhile, the Marshalls Energy Company, which has a diesel delivery arriving mid-next week, is negotiating with various local companies, including PII, to deliver some of this fuel to KAJUR to prevent the power company running out. But that delivery will be cutting it close as KAJUR is reported to have fuel only to last into the first week of January.

Mobil Oil Micronesia public relations and government affairs manager Cecile Bamba Suda told the Journal Wednesday that Mobil has determined that it is no longer commercially viable to maintain operations at Ebeye.

“Mobil has advised the RMI government and our customers of our operational changes in Ebeye and Jaluit,” she said. “Customers on those islands will be able to purchase fuel ex-Majuro and arrange shipment to Ebeye and Jaluit via Pacific International Inc. (PII)."

Mobil’s reduction in service — which was first announced a few months ago — does not present a major problem for Jaluit, but the “concern is Ebeye,” MEC board chairman and Public Works Minister Matt Zackhras told the Journal last Friday.

A big issue on Ebeye is also gas and kerosene. Zackhras said that “80 percent of the community on Ebeye uses kerosene to cook.”

Mobil presented a proposal to the RMI government for MEC to take over its fuel operations in Ebeye and Jaluit, Zackhras said. “But for MEC to make a decision, we need an independent survey of both facilities. We can’t just take over. There are so many unknowns such as the condition of the facilities.”

More recently, Mobil has approached PII to take over the facilities and fuel delivery.

PII CEO Jerry Kramer confirmed that PII is negotiating with Mobil, but added that the negotiations need assistance from the RMI government. He said negotiations will take more time to complete.

“We have the wherewithal to deliver fuel (to Ebeye and Jaluit),” Kramer told the Journal. “We’re the only Mobil-certified contractor in all of Micronesia and because of that Mobil approached us (about the Ebeye and Jaluit package).”

Suda confirmed Mobil has been discussing sale of the Ebeye and Jaluit facilities. “We have had discussions with the RMI government as we recognize they may see a strategic interest in these assets,” she said. “We have also had discussions with other third parties.

“If we are unable to come to an arrangement with the RMI government or a third party, Mobil intends to discontinue operation and commence mothballing or demolishing its Ebeye and Jaluit facilities under our global environmental standards.”
Zackhras said the government supported private sector involvement in the fuel operation.

The government’s main concern is to keep lights on Ebeye. “We’re just trying to work it out so there is no disruption (in fuel delivery), especially for Ebeye,” he said.

But Zackhras expressed his concern at what he called a “rush” with Mobil’s impending December 31 deadline for ending service to the two islands.

“I don’t see the need to rush,” he said. “It’s an important issue that we can’t address in a few days.” He said that he had asked Mobil for three-to-four months to review the proposal for MEC to take over the Ebeye and Jaluit operations “once we have all the information required. That’s only fair.”

Zackhras said that he had late last week signed a confidentiality agreement so that he could see an assessment of the fuel facilities conducted by a US firm contracted by Mobil. He indicated that he wanted MEC experts to review the report.

