
Nobody’s really responsible if and when there is an oil spill in
the waters around the southern Gulf and San Juan Islands.This
became apparent during intense questioning of Kinder Morgan
representatives at the Islands Trust Council meeting, June 12. 

The pipeline company plans to triple the capacity of the
former Trans Mountain pipeline to carry diluted bitumen
(dilbit) from Alberta to the Westridge terminal east of the
Second Narrows in Vancouver Harbour. From there, 34 tankers
per month would travel through the harbour, across English
Bay, into the Strait of Georgia, through Boundary Pass, down
Haro Strait between the islands, past Victoria and out the Strait
of Juan de Fuca. This would be nearly six times the pipeline’s
present tanker traffic—an increase from 60 to 350 tankers per
year in Canadian waters.

Who’s Liable?
Kinder Morgan has plans to deal with a spill at their Westridge
terminal. They are not responsible for vessel spills, which would
inevitably foul many kilometers of island shores and ocean floor.
Legally, oil spill cleanup costs are the responsibilty of
shipowners, but their liability is limited by international
convention, and ‘insurance’ funds that they have established in
both Canada and the US may well be inadequate to cover the
costs of a major spill, particularly in a populated area. In any
case there is no spill preparedness in place.

Canada has recently increased the required liability coverage
for offshore drilling operations to $1 billion, but there has been
no increase in vessel liability regulations in twenty years.
Cleanup Organizations Inadequate

As a result, responsibility for the costs and the co-ordination of
cleanup falls to government and taxpayers on both sides of the
border.

Considering the vulnerability of the shores of Vancouver, the
islands, the Salish Sea, and the Straits, trustees were alarmed to
discover that, should there be a spill in this narrow, busy
shipping route (6,000 vessels per year according to Kinder
Morgan), containment and cleanup was in the hands of the
Canadian Coast Guard and a small private organization, the
Western Canada Marine Response Corporation. These
organizations’ capacity and targeted response times were suited

to small spills only. Audit evaluations in 2010 and 2012 agreed
that Canada’s capacity to react to an oil spill was outdated and
underfunded.

On the US side, which already has 540 tankers per year,
response is co-ordinated by the Washington State Maritime Co-
operative. San Juan County representatives at the meeting
confirmed that while they had some small vessels dedicated to
spill cleanup, it was unlikely that they would be able to contain
a spill of any size.

Damage Will Be Catastrophic 
The consensus was that, should there be a spill on either side of
the border, it would unavoidably foul shorelines on both sides.
This would be in addition to the destruction of marine life and
shellfish habitat, and the poisoning of orcas and other marine
mammals.

Dilbit Characteristics Unknown
Current oil spill response strategies are dependent on the

characteristics of conventional light oil. Dilbit is different; it has
two main ingredients: bitumen, a thick, tarry variety of crude oil
that is extracted from Alberta’s tar sands; and diluent, a thin,
volatile light condensate (think white gas) which dilutes the
bitumen so it can be pumped through a pipeline. When spilled
in cold water, dilbit separates; bitumen sinks to the bottom;
diluent rises to the top and evaporates in a toxic vapour.

Since oil spill response technology consists of surrounding
and skimming up sheets of oil on the water’s surface (and even
that is only 15% effective), its effectiveness with dilbit is
questionable and certainly unproven.

Tides And Currents
Around the islands, two major waterways are used by oil
tankers: Haro Strait and Rosario Strait. While these water routes
are not known for stormy weather they do have big tides and, as
a result, strong currents.

Vancouver Harbour’s Burrard Inlet, as a precaution, requires
tankers to transit First and Second Narrows only at high water
slack in daylight, and requires other vessels to ‘clear narrows’ at
the time. Yet tankers transiting Boundary Pass and Haro Strait
compete for sea room with increasing numbers of coal bulk
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carriers, lumber carriers, container ships, tugs and barges,
fishing vessels, and pleasure craft.

Rosario Strait also accommodates supertankers delivering
Alaska crude to the Cherry Point refinery, as well as marine
traffic destined for Puget Sound and the Ports of Seattle and
Tacoma.

An oil spill in any of these marine routes exposes all of the
islands to fouled shores, simply because the tidal flow up and
down the Strait of Georgia can distribute the spill faster than
any spill response organizations can contain it.

Oil Spill Risks
The actual risk of a spill, and its probable size, is difficult to
quantify, but there is no doubt that collisions, groundings, and
spills do occur, both from tankers and fuel storage on all vessels.
The risk of collision on these routes is exacerbated by continuing 
increases in the number and size of other vessels. The rocks and
shoals which characterize this coast have not moved; the tides
and currents are as strong as ever. None of these channels are

wide, and ships travel close to shorelines. 
Fuel spills from all types of vessels are serious enough, and

government has the responsibility to both regulate shipping and
provide for the inevitable accidents. Yet a fivefold increase in
tanker traffic means at least a  fivefold increase in the risk of a
large spill.  

No corporate or government body can possibly protect the
southern Strait of Georgia, the southern Gulf Islands, and the
San Juan Islands from large spills, which have already been an
untenable risk for decades.

The disastrous consequences of such a spill are something
no government should accept; it is time to admit that not only
is tanker traffic carrying dilbit through the Salish Sea
unacceptable but the current level of tanker traffic, on both sides
of the line, is also unacceptable. 

Tanker shipments from the aging 60-year-old
TransMountain pipeline should be halted. 0
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