
We’re not prepared for a significant oil spill. That’s the
conclusion of a three-volume report produced for the BC
Provincial Government. And we’re a long way from the ‘World
Class’ planned spill response target described by BC Premier
Christy Clark.
It’s a good report, but it’s just a start. Prepared by Nuka

Research and Planning Group of Massachusetts and Alaska, it
comes in three substantial sections. The first describes how our
spill response works now.
The second counts all the ships in north-coast and south-

coast waters during 2011 and 2012, and then projects shipping
traffic for the next ten years. It then looks at how much oil these
vessels carry, for fuel and as cargo, in order to estimate what is the
potential for an accidental spill. 
This isn’t a risk analysis, though, because it doesn’t estimate

the chances of an accident. But it does provide the basis for a
‘worst case’ scenario.
The third volume presents a vision of a ‘world class’ spill

response system, and describes what we would have to do to get
there.
Virtually the entire report is based on the use of  booms and

‘skimmers’, the current technology that assumes spilled oil will
float on the surface of the water and can be enclosed by a floating
‘boom’, and recovered by a device that will skim it off the surface
and collect it for later disposal. 
The practicality of this depends on finding the oil spill (not so

easy at night, or in fog); having the right kind of skimmer
available (different designs work best in different wave heights);
getting that skimmer to the spill promptly before winds, waves,
and tides disperse it, or before it washes up on the shore; and
working fast enough to capture a substantial proportion of the
spilled oil before it becomes too scattered or it gets too dark to
work.
Essentially, this technology is designed for sheltered waters,

light winds, and low velocity currents. Vancouver Harbour may
fit that description, but much of the time it cannot be applied to
the north coast (Dixon Entrance, Hecate Strait, Douglas
Channel, Wright Sound, etc) or even the more placid waters of
Boundary Pass, and Haro and Juan de Fuca Straits.
In Dixon Entrance, for example, the consultants estimate

that rough water would make cleanup impossible 45% of the
time, and 68% in fall and winter. 
The report also recognizes the significant difference between

conventional crude oil and diluted bitumen (dilbit). The
shipping industry as a whole has no experience with a dilbit spill
in salt water, particularly the cold saltwater of a north-coast
winter. The Kalamazoo freshwater experience indicated that it
doesn’t float, and so could not be skimmed. This requires more
research; it affects the conclusions of the report.

Current Regulations Adequate?
Federal regulations cited in the report set out the following
requirement: 
Within the Port of Vancouver, resources sufficient to deal

with 150 tonnes of spilled oil must be at the spill site within 6
hours of notification; the next level of resources (to deal with up
to 1,000 tonnes) within 12 hours. 
For the ‘primary response area’, up to 50 nautical miles (nm)

from the port boundary (from Powell River to Victoria, including
the southern Gulf Islands), and the ‘enhanced response area’
(the Strait of Juan de Fuca to Neah Bay), equipment to deal with
2,500t of spilled oil must be on site by 18 hours, and the
maximum equipment, up to 10,000t, within 72 hours. Beyond
that, the same times apply, with an additional travel time
allowance (at six knots).
However, a comparison of these response times with oil spill

simulations carried out by the David Suzuki Foundation raises
serious questions as to whether these response times would be
quick enough to prevent serious shoreline fouling, even if sea
conditions made skimming possible.

‘Polluter Pays’  
Government policy, both federal and provincial, requires that
‘the polluter pays’. In other words, the cost of cleaning up oil
spills must be assumed by the shipping industry. Currently, this
responsibility is assumed by the Western Canada Marine
Response Corporation, which holds an inventory of equipment,
has 27 full-time staff, and contracts with numerous contractors
and vessel owners to assist if and when a spill occurs. Its
equipment, located in Vancouver, Victoria, and Prince Rupert,
is listed on the web; however, the consultants noted that
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Spill Report by Patrick Brown

A long way from ‘world class’



WCMRC’s plans and strategies for spill cleanup were not made
available for review. The Coast Guard also has two vessels and
equipment in Victoria. 

How Many Ships? How Much Oil?
The two year shipping review which forms the second volume of
the report counted ships which crossed six imaginary transit
lines: across Dixon Entrance, across the Alaskan ‘Inside Passage’
north of Prince Rupert’ across Queen Charlotte Sound (between
Haida Gwaii and the north end of Vancouver Island, across the
north end of Georgia Strait (opposite Lasqueti Island), opposite
Point Roberts, and opposite Neah Bay at the west end of the
Strait of Juan de Fuca. These lines were chosen to capture the
BC coast’s major marine traffic flows, including present and
future tanker cargoes outbound from Burnaby, Kitimat, and
Prince Rupert, tanker cargoes inbound to Puget Sound from
Alaska, and bunker fuel volumes from all deep sea traffic.
Other traffic, including barges, was estimated with the help

of local shippers. BC Ferries’ main routes, which do not cross
any of these lines, appear to have been excluded.
Fifty-seven percent of all the oil moving on the BC coast

passed Neah Bay; 35% crossed the Point Roberts line; the north
coast accounted for 7%, and the north Georgia Strait the
remaining 1%. 
Future vessel traffic, of course, depends to a great extent on

whether plans for the expansion of the Ports of Vancouver,
Stewart, and Prince Rupert, Kinder Morgan and Northern
Gateway pipelines, the Kitimat Clean Oil Refinery, and various
LNG projects go ahead. 
Assuming they all do, ship traffic to northern BC would more

than triple, to about 1,300 vessels per year by 2027. Southern BC
would see only a slight increase, to some 2,700 vessels per year
by 2027. However, the proportion of tankers would rise to about
one-third.

Opportunities
The report is replete with examples and recommendations,
which are tactfully put as ‘opportunities’. They include such
accident prevention actions as implementing incentives to
ensure a culture of safety on board ship, and active vessel traffic
management. They emphasize preparedness and response
management, such as ensuring contingency plans are well
understood by all participants (including local stakeholders),
having sufficient equipment stored in the right places, having
sufficient personnel on hand (as many as 10,000, including
volunteers) to respond to a worst-case spill; and a process to
restore damaged resources and promote ecosystem recovery
after a spill.
Government, they say, should ensure compliance and

transparency. But all participants should seek continuous
improvement; this includes research and development, and
testing planning assumptions (analyzing ‘near misses’). 

Finally, the consultants emphasize the need for adequate
funding, including compensation for environmental, fiscal, and
social impacts.
For all these elements, the report shows how BC rates. For

most, BC is ‘partially’ ready, but is likely to ‘require enhancement’. 
A few of the areas where BC fails: the response planning

standard should be increased beyond 10,000 tonnes to respond
to a ‘worst case’ spill, and the response timeframes should be
‘more aggressive’; areas should be prioritized for spill protection;
establish an integrated planning process which would include all
departments, governments, and organizations; identify areas of
the coast where an effective spill response could not occur and
identify alternative strategies for these areas; and Transport
Canada and the CCG should be prepared to conduct a thorough
incident review should a major spill occur. 

World Class
The consultants identify ‘World Class’ as a system that does far
more than ensuring adequate equipment and personnel reach
an oil spill quickly enough to skim a high percentage of oil from
the water’s surface. It’s apparent, however, that there is a lot of
work to do to achieve this target. This is not only the
responsibility of governments, but also the shipping and oil
industries, the Coast Guard, and the communities up and down
the coast. And these plans will only be effective if they are
publicly developed and publicly reviewed. When a spill happens,
all kinds of local agencies will need to respond. 0
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