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In this May 7, 2012 file photo released by China’s Xinhua News Agency, Haiyang Shiyou oil rig, the first deep-water drilling rig developed in China by the China National Offshore Oil Corporation, is pictured at 320 kilometers southeast of
Hong Kong in the South China Sea. — AP 

BEIJING: China’s ambitions to become a pioneer in nuclear
energy are sailing into troubled waters. Two state-owned
companies plan to develop floating nuclear reactors, a
technology engineers have been considering since the
1970s for use by oil rigs or island communities. Beijing is
racing Russia, which started developing its own in 2007, to
get a unit into commercial operation.

In China’s case, the achievement would be tempered by
concern its reactors might be sent into harm’s way to sup-
port oil exploration in the South China Sea, where Beijing
faces conflicting territorial claims by neighbors including
Vietnam and the Philippines. Chinese news reports say
plans call for deploying 20 reactors there, though neither
developer has mentioned the area.

Tensions ratcheted up after a UN arbitration panel ruled
July 12 that Beijing’s claim to most of the sea has no legal
basis. Beijing rejected the decision in a case brought by the
Philippines and announced it would hold war games in the
area, where its military has built artificial islands. The float-
ing reactor plans reflect Beijing’s determination to create
profitable technologies in fields from energy to mobile
phones and to curb growing reliance on imported oil and
gas, which communist leaders see as a security risk.

Homegrown technology 
China is the most active builder of nuclear power plants,

with 32 reactors in operation, 22 under construction and
more planned. It relies heavily on US, French and Russian
technology but is developing its own. The latest initiatives
are led by China General Nuclear Power Group and China
National Nuclear Corp. Both have research or consulting
agreements with Westinghouse Electric Co. and France’s

EDF and Areva, but say their floating plants will use home-
grown technology. “They are keen to develop that because
they have a lot of oil drilling everywhere in the South 

China Sea and overseas as well,” said Luk Bing-lam, an
engineering professor at the City University of Hong Kong
who has worked with a CGN subsidiary on unrelated proj-
ects. “The Chinese strategy is to ensure the energy supply
for the country,” said Luk. “Oil drilling needs energy, and
with that supply, they could speed up operations.” Russia’s
first floating commercial reactor, the Academician
Lomonosov, is due to be delivered in 2018, but the project
has suffered repeated delays. The Russians have yet to
announce a commercial customer.

Russia has been “aiming to launch this idea for over two
decades by pitching the reactor as a plug-and-play option
for fairly remote communities,” said Mark Hibbs, an expert
on nuclear policy for the Carnegie Endowment for
International Peace, in an email. Russia’s target market was
Indonesia and its far-flung islands, Hibbs said. That prompt-
ed concern about control over nuclear materials, leading to
a recommendation Russia operate the reactor and take
back used fuel.

The Chinese nuclear agency signed a deal with Moscow
in 2014 to build floating power stations using Russian tech-
nology. It is unclear whether that will go ahead given the
plans by CNG and CNNC to develop their own vessels.
Chinese developers can count on sales to the state-owned
oil industry without going abroad. CGN has signed a con-
tract with China National Offshore Oil Corp. to support oil
and gas exploration at sea. The company says it will launch
its first vessel by 2020, with plans for 20 more. It declined
an interview request and did not respond to written ques-

tions. CNNC plans a demonstration unit by 2019.
A floating nuclear plant probably would be too costly

just to supply power but could be useful in oil and gas
exploration by also providing heat and fresh water, Luk
said. He said CGN engineers told him their design is meant
for islands or other remote sites. Tensions with Vietnam
have flared over Chinese oil and gas exploration near the
Vietnamese coast. In January, Vietnam complained a
Chinese oil company had towed a drilling rig into disputed
waters. In 2014, the same rig was parked off Vietnam’s cen-
tral coast for two months, leading to violent anti-Chinese
demonstrations and confrontations at sea as Chinese ves-
sels rammed Vietnamese boats to prevent them from
approaching the rig.

Security concerns
Reactors have been used on warships since the 1950s.

But those vessels regularly visit port for maintenance and
face little security risk because they are heavily armed. “The
security concerns are clear: such reactors would be tempt-
ing targets for military or terrorist attacks,” Edwin Lyman, a
nuclear specialist for the Union of Concerned Scientists in
Washington, said in an email. “Maintaining the full contin-
gent of security officers necessary to effectively deter
attack would not be feasible.”

Other perils include stormy seas - the South China Sea is
buffeted by powerful seasonal typhoons - and the need to
exchange radioactive fuel at distant sites. CGN says its
seaborne unit will have “passive safety,” or features that
function without moving parts or outside power, such as
control rods that drop by gravity in an emergency. No com-
mercial reactor operates with such features. “There are

questions about how reliable passive safety systems will be
in extreme conditions,” Lyman said.

CGN wants to simplify operations by requiring refuel-
ing only once every three years instead of the industry
standard of 18 months, Luk said. That would require more
highly enriched fuel, with the amount of the U-235 iso-
tope raised to as much as 10 percent from the typical 4.5
percent. “If it were seized by terrorists or someone else,
that would be a big problem,” he said. China’s aggressive
pursuit of nuclear technology has run afoul of US law
enforcement.

In April, a Chinese-born American engineer employed
by CGN was charged with recruiting experts in the United
States to help the company with reactor construction
without applying for required government permission.
Allen Ho, also known as Szuhsiung Ho, also was charged in
federal court in Tennessee with acting illegally as an agent
of a foreign government. Under a 2007 agreement,
Westinghouse transferred to another government compa-
ny, the State Nuclear Power Technology Corp., technology
for its latest model, the AP1000. It was to become the
basis for future Chinese reactors that could be sold
abroad, but CGN and CNNC pressed ahead with develop-
ment of their own models.

CGN says its 60-megawatt floating reactor, the ACPR50,
is a version of the land-based ACPR100 reactor. CNNC says
its seaborne unit will be based on another reactor, the
ACP100, but has released no other details. Westinghouse
has no role in the ACPR50’s development, according to a
company spokeswoman, Courtney Boone. EDF and Areva
did not respond to requests for information about their
possible role. —  AP 

China’s nuclear ambitions in troubled waters
Beijing racing to get unit into commercial operation

DUBAI: Billionaire Dubai businessman Mohamed Alabbar
led two investor groups that recently bought a combined
16.45 percent stake in Dubai-based courier Aramex, a
source familiar with the matter said. The source said
Alabbar was keen to harness Aramex’s footprint in logis-
tics and transport to build an e-commerce platform across
the Arab world within areas such as banking and retail.
Dubai-based news website Arabian Business-known to
have close ties to Alabbar-yesterday reports suggested
that Alabbar could be planning to build a sizable stake in
Aramex, with a view to taking control. It did not say where
the reports came from or cite any sources, however. The
source refused to be drawn on Alabbar’s intentions for fur-
ther buying of Aramex.

Nobody from Aramex was immediately available to
comment. Aramex said earlier yesterday in a bourse filing
that its founder Fadi Ghandour had sold his 9.9 percent
stake held through Levant Logistics Holdings to Cayman
Islands-registered Boson Ventures Corporation. The source
said Alabbar was a lead investor in Boson. The bourse fil-
ing did not give the value of the sale or elaborate further.

Alabbar was also a lead investor in Jaona Investment,
which acquired a 6.55 percent stake in Aramex through a
direct trade worth 437.6 million Dirhams ($119 mn),

according to a bourse statement on Thursday. The other
investors in Boson and Jaona were Gulf-based, the source
said, speaking on condition of anonymity due to the sensi-
tivity of the matter. The Arab world’s youthful population
and improving Internet access-the UAE and Saudi Arabia,
for example, have smartphone penetration rates above 70
percent-mean the region is well placed to capture the
growing popularity of e-commerce.

Alabbar, chairman of Emaar Properties, the Dubai gov-
ernment-linked builder of the world’s tallest building, in
April took a 4 percent stake in online fashion retailer Yoox
Net-A-Porter (YNAP). The Middle East accounts for 5 per-
cent of global sales of luxury goods and is seeing growing
online sales due to increasing public investments in e-ser-
vices and telecoms infrastructure, YNAP said at the time.
Alabbar is also chairman of Emaar Malls, the owner and
operator of Dubai Mall, which accounts for 50 percent of
the emirate’s luxury goods spending. This is not Alabbar’s
first big play for a listed company in recent months.
Adeptio, an investment group led by Alabbar, in June
agreed a $2.4 billion deal to buy a majority stake in Kuwait
Food Co (Americana), which owns the Middle East fran-
chises for fast food chains KFC and Pizza Hut and also pro-
duces branded consumer foods.  — Reuters 

Dubai billionaire Alabbar
behind Aramex stake buys 

MADRID: Luis Lag is one of thousands of Spaniards who
went abroad during the crisis. This “very good decision”
allowed him to find a better job when he eventually came
back. But many others who left their country in search of
work are still unable to return home due to Spain’s sky-
high unemployment. Before leaving in 2011, Lag says he
was giving private lessons as he was unable to find work as
a chemist, earning between 500 and 1,500 Euros ($550 and
$1,700) a month.

Speaking just weeks after he finally returned, the 40-
year-old said it had been difficult to live well and reimburse
his mortgage with that amount of money. So he decided
to leave for Germany. He first worked for a laboratory near
the Austrian border in the southeast, and then moved west
near Switzerland. Having now returned to Alcala de
Henares near the Spanish capital with his wife and son,
who was born in Germany, he manages a team of 15 peo-
ple at a laboratory. This rise up the career ladder would
have been impossible had he not moved abroad, he says.

“I made progress in Germany,” he says, from a profes-
sional and salary standpoint. “It helped to get a good job
here.” Andreu Domingo, an expert in international migra-
tion at Barcelona’s Centre for Demographic Studies, told

AFP that since 2008 when Spain plunged into financial cri-
sis to 2015, “473,000 Spaniards have left.” And the prospect
that these may not come back, emptying the country of its
young and qualified workers, is of huge concern in Spain.

But as the country emerges out of the crisis, with its
economy growing at 3.2 percent last year-one of the
fastest rates in the Euro zone-some have decided to return.
According to Germany’s Federal Statistical Office, the num-
ber of Spaniards arriving in the country-which had for
years been on the rise-reversed its trend in 2014 just as
Spain began its economic recovery and started dropping.

Meanwhile, the number of Spaniards leaving Germany
is on the increase, it adds. “A multitude of little things”-the
language, being closer to family, quality of life-prompted
Lag to come back, even if he was going to be paid less.
And he is not the only one. Three friends in February cre-
ated a platform called “Volvemos.org” (translated as “we
are returning”) to help people like Lag connect with
potential employers. Since then, 4,600 migrants have
contacted the website-engineers, architects, professors,
researchers or sociologists currently living in a total of 86
countries attracted by Spain’s improved outlook, says
founder Raul Gil. — AFP

Spaniards chased away by 
crisis try to return home


