
OnOctober 13, a tugboat, the Nathan E Stewart, ran
aground in Seaforth Channel near the Heiltsuk
community of Bella Bella while pulling a 91-metre fuel-

barge. The barge was luckily empty and was safely refloated, but
the tug sank, bleeding its diesel into the water. It is believed there
was 200,000 litres of fuel on board, and that three fuel tanks
were compromised by the accident. The crew of the Nathan E
Stewartwere all rescued by Canadian Coast Guard. 
By the time a spill response team arrived from Prince Rupert,

more than 20 hours away by water, oil had already leaked
through Gale Pass into an area that is treasured by the local First
Nations for its rich clam beds and a highly sensitive ecological
habitat. 
During the long wait period, local responders and the Coast

Guard did what they could to clean the
spill, but they lacked the proper
equipment. 
The area around the spill, which is

located in the heart of the Great Bear
Rainforest, is home to 25 marine species
that are harvested by the Heiltsuk, as
recorded by an ongoing Heiltsuk
Traditional Use Study. The important
manila clam beds alone generate an
income of around $150,000 per year for
the community.
‘Though we are thankful that the barge was empty, we are

gravely concerned about the potential ramifications of the fuel
spill from the tug,’ said Chief Councillor Marilyn Slett. ‘Our
Gitga’at neighbours to the north are still unable to harvest clams
and other seafoods ten years after the sinking of the Queen of
the North. This spill area is in one of our primary breadbaskets,
and we know that diesel is extremely difficult to recover.’ 
This relatively minor spill was a wake-up call for the coast.

The Nathan E Stewart is owned by Texas-based Kirby
Corporation and has been in the news before. In 2011, it went
adrift while pulling a fuel barge of a similar size carrying more
than 8.3 million litres of diesel fuel, over 3,800 litres of aviation
fuel and 2,600 litres of other petroleum products. 
While in that incident, both tug and barge were brought to

safety and no fuel was spilled, it serves as a dire reminder of what
could have happened if the Nathan E Stewarthad been pulling
a full barge when it ran aground this October.
Despite no barge spill, the diesel fuel spilled from the sunken

tug may well wreck havoc on the fragile ecosystem and
economic system of the area. ‘We are absolutely outraged that
the beautiful waters in Heiltsuk territory are currently covered
in a sheen of diesel fuel, when the spill could have been avoided
completely,’ said Grand Chief Stewart Phillip, President of the
Union of BC Indian Chiefs. ‘We are also extremely aware that if
the fuel barge was full, we would currently be dealing with an
environmental disaster of massive scale.’

Queen’s Commonwealth Canopy
The spill also occurred less than three weeks after
the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge visited
Bella Bella to endorse the protection of the Great
Bear Rainforest for the Queen’s Commonwealth
Canopy. The Great Bear Rainforest Project also
recently won an EarthCare award from the
Sierra Club USA for its efforts protecting the
unique ecosystem. 
Tanker Moratorium Needed
However, that protection could be for nothing if
a tanker ban is not put in place to protect from
far worse spills, say First Nation activists. 
First Nations and environmentalists are

calling on the federal government to enact a tanker ban. When
Prime Minister Justin Trudeau was elected more than a year
ago, one of his election promises was to implement a
moratorium on tankers on BC’s north coast—this commitment
was even included in the mandate letter to the Minister of
Transportation. So far, however, no ban has been forthcoming.
‘Coastal First Nations members have worked hard to protect

the Great Bear Rainforest,’ said Coastal First Nations Chair Kelly
Russ. ‘Now it’s time for the Crown to do its part by dealing with
this incident and the management of future tanker traffic on a
nation-to-nation basis on the north coast.’

Ineffective Spill Response
Activists say that the spill response shows just how inadequate
BC’s ‘world-class spill response’ is—two weeks after the spill, oil
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Sunken tug leaking diesel fuel into Great Bear Rainforest
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was still floating free, poisoning the clam beds and fish habitat. 
Setback followed setback throughout the initial days of clean

up—a skiff operated by Florida-based Resolve marine salvage
sunk in Seaforth Channel while trying to retrieve diesel, and an
oil boom keeping diesel contained caught on a rock overnight
and left a breech in the barrier. The oil spread rather than
remaining contained. 
This breech in the boom allowed more diesel to escape

towards Gale Passage. Weather also caused a problem to spill
containment. High swells and wind made the already failing
booms even less effective. The maintenance boats needed to
repair the breech could not take to the waters due to high waves. 
Divers with cameras have taken footage showing endangered

abalone in the spill area, as well as schools of juvenile herring

surrounding the sunken tug, which continues to leak oil into the
ocean.
According to the US-based National Oceanic and

Atmospheric Administration, ‘Diesel is considered to be one of
the most acutely toxic oil types. Fish, invertebrates and seaweed
that come in direct contact with a diesel spill may be killed.’

World Class—Not
‘If this is world-class spill response, it’s not good enough,’ said
Kai Nagata, communications director at Dogwood Initiative.
Clean-up of the Nathan E Stewart spill is continuing, and

shoreline crews have been deployed to recover oil from beaches.
It will likely be some time before the full extent of the damage
can be evaluated. 0
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