
The response of authorities to the April 8 oil spill in Vancouver
Harbour must confirm the worst fears of Gulf Islanders. The
spill from the MV Marathassa, a brand-new bulk grain-carrier
anchored in English Bay, continued for hours after it was intially
reported while the Coast Guard, Port Metro Vancouver, and
clean-up contractors West Coast Marine Response Corporation
(WCMRC), part-owned by pipeline company Kinder Morgan,
lumbered into action.
Oil on the water in English Bay was first reported to Coast

Guard by pleasure boaters around 5pm on Wednesday, April 8.
Sailor Rob O’Dea says he called 911 and they were unsuccessful
in connecting him to the Coast Guard. The Coast Guard called
him three minutes later to say that they had dispatched a
pollution response team. 
In fact, a two-man Port Metro Vancouver patrol boat set out

at 5:15pm to investigate the reports, but it was not equipped to
carry out any oil clean-up, and anyway found only ‘a minimum
sheen that is not recoverable’. This assessment was passed on
to the Coast Guard at 7:15pm. At 6pm, Port Metro Vanvouver
had also asked commercial air traffic for photos to assess the
extent of the spill, apparently with no results.
At 8pm, it’s getting dark and Rob O’Dea heads home, having

seen no sign of the Coast Guard or West Coast Marine Response.
He passes by the stern of Marathassa, noting larger ‘globs of
black goo’ in the water.

WCMRC Finally Called-out
It wasn’t until 8:06pm that West Coast Marine Response was
formally notified (presumably by the Coast Guard) that there
was an oil spill, and they should respond. At about the same time
the Coast Guard decides that they should investigate the spill
‘directly’ but there are no reports of any Coast Guard vessels on
the scene. At 9:25pm WMCRC arrives and finds oil on the water,
and concludes that it is a large spill.
It is now dark. It takes until 4am the following morning to

confirm that the Marathassa is the source of the oil, and at
4:30am WCMRC starts to lay an oil containment boom around
the 229 metre ship. This took about an hour. 

Emergency Centre
The City of Vancouver was not notified about the spill until
5:06am, and had an emergency operations centre up and
running by 5:50am. Besides the City, it included Polaris Applied

Sciences, WCMRC, BC Ministry of Environment, North Shore
Emergency Management, Port Metro Vancouver, and the
Squamish and Tsleil-Waututh First Nations. The Coast Guard,
which was understood to be the lead agency in such situations,
was represented for just part of the time, according to reports.

Measuring The Extent
At 10:20am, a Transport Canada plane, equipped to measure
the extent of oil spills, reported that an estimated 2,705 litres of
oil had been spilled. Based on this estimate, the Coast Guard
reported that 80% of the oil had been recovered, and declared
the cleanup a success.
It was not until late on Friday that the oil leaking from the

Marathassa was confirmed to be bunker fuel. Its reported
characteristics were: a tendency to form clumps and blobs below
the surface, with only 10% to 15% on the surface, with little
evaporation. 
Under the hull of Marathassa, divers report oil deposited in

a 40 metre strip. On the beaches, particularly on the North
Shore, tidal currents have resulted in oil-coated rocks and sand.
A few oil-coated birds have been rescued and treated; not all of
them will survive. On the bottom of English Bay, no surveys
have been done but ‘globs’ are found below the water surface.
Investigations continued to determine how much oil was lost

from Marathassa, and why. The results of these queries have
not been released. In any case, there is no baseline data to
compare with any assessment.
The Politicians And Officials Weigh In
BC Environment Minister Mary Polak, concerned at apparent
inaction by the Coast Guard, proposes that provincial agencies
take over the lead role in the emergency situation. Vancouver
Mayor Gregor Robertson wants to know why it took so long for
the city to be notified. Premier Christy Clark echoed his
frustration.
Former Kitsilano Coast Guard Base Commander Frederick

Moxey says that, had the base not been closed as an economy
measure, the Coast Guard would have been there in six minutes
(Marathassa’s anchorage was the one closest to the shuttered
Kitsilano facility).
Coast Guard Commissioner Jody Thomas described the

response as well within the 10 hour standard set by the federal
government (Assistant Commissioner Roger Girouard had said
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it was six hours}. Federal cabinet minister James Moore
described the response as ‘very impressive’ and characterized
remarks by other politicians as ‘unhelpful’.

Thoughts On This Event
Investigations by nearly all the governments involved continue,
as well as by the media. This was not a big spill, and it was not
the result of a shipwreck or a collision; it occurred while this ship
was at anchor (although there were indications that it had been
leaking since it was first launched). The ship was not an oil
tanker, and it was new; sufficient to remind us that all ships carry
oil, and even a small spill in an urban area can result in
widespread damage, with high costs of remediation.
Focusing on the response, it appears that considerable time

was lost, particularly in the waning daylight of Wednesday
evening, because the first response vessel on the scene was
unable to evaluate the spill—and reported that nothing could be
done.
The Coast Guard, which should have been able to carry out

a competent evaluation, and had the authority to call out the
spill response forces of WCMRC, did not attend. This, despite
having told the reporting yachtsmen that a ‘pollution response’
team had been dispatched. 
Without the Kitsilano base, the Coast Guard may no longer

have any small, fast, patrol and rescue boats (or crews for them)
in Vancouver Harbour. It may be relying to a greater extent on
the Sea Island based hovercrafts. Can a hovercraft be safely
operated in an oil spill?
Even after WCMRC was called out, it took most of the night

for them to confirm the source of the spill; it was dark, and they
hadn’t asked Rob O’Dea. They only had booms and skimmers,
anyway; nothing to deal with clumps and blobs. (Even now, tidal
currents may have carried this form of bunker fuel into the Gulf
Islands.)
However, WCMRC did have some idea of how much oil the

response had skimmed. And when Transport Canada came up
with its ‘estimate’ of a 2,705 litre spill (based on an aerial survey),
WCMRC were no doubt pleased to find that they had apparently
recovered 80% of it. Certainly the Coast Guard were—this would
be so much better than the 15% that is normally recovered.
What this small spill appeared to show was that the Coast

Guard was unprepared to take responsibility for the evaluation
of a reported spill, or to take immediate command of a
developing situation.
On the Gulf Islands, close to busy Haro Strait, this is a

particular concern. Plans for oil spills should involve Island
communities; this is no time for secrecy.   0
Ed’s Note: View an interesting video of direct public action
at: www.youtube.com/watch?v=cJL58CXfWHY
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