
It was in 1972 that the Trudeau government announced
that there would be a moratorium on tanker traffic on the
inner BC coast. The moratorium was in response to ships
carrying crude from the Valdez terminal of the Trans-
Alaska Pipeline to the Cherry Point refinery near
Bellingham. At the time, there was no indication that large
tankers would use BC’s north and central coast ports.

The moratorium established the Tanker Exclusion
Zone (TEZ). The TEZ boundary was therefore established
well to the west of Haida Gwaii, with careful calculation of
the likely distance and response time of rescue and salvage
tugs from various points on the coast.

The intention was to ensure that should a breakdown
(loss of power, loss of steering) occur with any of these
tankers, it would be far enough from the coast of BC
(including Haida Gwaii) that it could be reached by
emergency tugs before bad weather might drive it ashore.
Currently, about one tanker a day follows this route.

The TEZ also had the effect of banning the tankers from
Dixon Entrance, Hecate Strait, and Queen Charlotte Strait,
and of course the inner fjords of the north and central coast.
As the tankers came closer to land in the Strait of Juan de
Fuca, more ‘tugs of opportunity’ were available, with less
travel time to reach a disabled ship, and so the exclusion
zone boundaries were closer to shore into Juan de Fuca
Strait.

A rescue tug, with 365-day, 24-hour availability, is
stationed at Neah Bay, at the mouth of the Strait, costing
about $10,000 a day to maintain. The tug assists about 40
ships each year, mostly not tankers. For its first twelve
years, the tug was financed by the State of Washington. In
2010, funding was permanently transferred to the
shipping industry.

The moratorium, though frequently referred to by
politicians, does not appear to have ever been enshrined in
law. Lawyers representing Enbridge, in a July 11, 2006
letter, stated ‘there is in fact no restriction on the
movement of tankers into or out of Canadian ports’ and
this has not been disputed by either the provincial Liberal
or federal Conservative governments.

According to federal cabinet minister Gary Lunn,
Conservative MP for Saanich-Gulf Islands, it is only
referred to in a ‘voluntary agreement’ between the
Canadian and US Coast Guards.

Elizabeth May, Green Party candidate for Saanich-Gulf
Islands disagrees, ‘A major oil spill in British Columbia
would absolutely devastate the delicate ecosystem and
natural beauty of our Island coastline,’ she said.’The
tragedy of the Queen of the North illustrates that accidents
can and do happen. It is deeply disturbing that the current
Member of Parliament for Saanich-Gulf Islands has
disregarded the moratorium and even attempted to argue
that the moratorium would not apply to tankers leaving
our waters for China.’  

The Green Party has long pressed for legislation
covering the ban. Recently, Michael Ignatieff, leader of the
federal Liberals, has also indicated his party’s support for
such legislation. 

At present, smaller tankers carrying condensate (also
known as diluent—a petroleum product used to mix with
tar sands bitumen so it will flow in pipelines) travel up
Douglas Channel to Kitimat; the condensate is loaded into
tank cars and travels by rail to Alberta. Besides the main
Northern Gateway pipeline, Enbridge also plans a parallel
reverse pipeline to carry condensate to Bruderheim.  0
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