
The reality of a Strait of Georgia oil spill was brought

uncomfortably close on the night of November 18. The high

winds which have been battering the coast for a couple of weeks

caused the bulk-carrier Hebei Lion to drag its anchor and run

aground onto Conconi Reef between Mayne, Pender and

Saturna Islands. Victoria’s Joint Rescue Coordination Centre

was notified by the Hebei Lion, which in turn notified Canadian

Coast Guard and Transport Canada. 

The ship, carrying 1.5 million gallons of fuel oil was

fortunately helped by the rising tide, and pulled off the reef by a

tug the following morning.

Despite ferocious southeast winds in winter, the Plumper

Sound anchorage is considered a favourite ‘safe anchorage,’ for

large vessels waiting for a berth in the Port of Vancouver or for

international shipping being ‘parked’ before leaving on another

assignment across the world. Early this year after the economic

downturn, a gigantic car transporter was anchored in Plumper

Sound for months. 

Plumper Sound is also used by Canada Shipping Lines for

the off-loading of gypsum onto barges headed for Texada

Island. This has caused a good deal of annoyance on the three

Islands because of the plume of gypsum dust  and, in the 1990s,

the overturning of a gypsum barge and the dumping of a large

quanity of gypsum on the ocean floor.

Downplayed in BC
This November’s incident, within the area of the Gulf Islands

National Park Reserve, was downplayed in British Columbia

but given full coverage in Washington State. The only timely

reports in this side of the border were phone calls from

individual witnesses on the Islands. 

The BCNew Democrat Party reports that on the following

Monday, November 23, when questioned in the Legislature

about the oil-spill threat caused by the grounding, BCLiberal

Environment Minister Barry Penner had no idea an incident

had even occurred. ‘It is clear that the latest round of BCLiberal

cuts to the environment ministry has left the province with

greatly reduced capacity for environmental monitoring and

response,’ said NDP environment critic Rob Fleming. ‘This

incident had the potential to be a catastrophe and the

environment minister wasn’t even aware it had happened.’

Fleming was especially concerned about Minister Penner’s lack

of awareness about the situation given that other BCLiberal

ministers are lobbying heavily for expanded crude oil

supertanker traffic and for the lifting of the federal moratorium

on coastal drilling.

Luckily the Americans were on deck on the day of the

grounding and ready to respond. The Washington Department

of Ecology reported it thus the next day:

Ecology spill-response managers kept close watch today

after a 794ft cargo ship went aground in the Gulf Islands,

just northwest of Washington’s San Juan Islands. No spill

was reported.

The bulk-carrier Hebei Lion dragged anchor in winds

that reached 74 mph overnight and was blown onto a

rocky reef off Mayne Island at Plumper Sound in the Strait

of Georgia. A tug towed the vessel off the reef at mid-

morning. 

Ecology was notified by the British Columbia Ministry

of Environment, and monitored the incident because it

posed a significant risk of a large black oil spill.

‘Damage to fuel tanks on a cargo ship that size could

have oiled the islands on both sides of the border,’ said

Dale Jensen, manager of Ecology’s Spill Prevention,

Preparedness and Response Program. ‘A major spill also

could have forced a closure to vessel traffic. Given the

profound environmental and economic risks, we’re

relieved and pleased at the outcome. We mobilized staff

and were prepared to deploy response systems as needed.’

State Senator Kevin Ranker, who represents the 40th

District, including his San Juan Island home, said, ‘This

incident once again highlights the importance of having a

strong spill prevention and response system in place, not

only for Puget Sound but also for large transboundary

spills that can have potentially devastating effects on our

environment and economy.’

The Washington Department of Ecology’s spill prevention,

preparedness and response programs are part of the

department’s efforts to reduce toxic threats and to restore

Puget Sound.

Al Bergstein of the online Olympic Peninsula

Environmental News commented that: 

There was no readily available ‘rescue’ tug, as the

Reprint from Volume 21 Number 24                                                                Dec 3, 2009

Visit www.islandtides.com to read the current edition and more find more interesting articles on other BC, national
& international topics in our extensive archive of newspapers and articles.

Reprint

Too close for comfort—a ship runs aground

© Island Tides Publishing Ltd.This article may be reproduced with this attribution, in its entirety, with notification to Island Tides Publishing Ltd. 

This article was published (Dec 3, 2009) in ‘Island Tides’. ‘Island Tides’ is an independent, regional newspaper distributing 17,500 print
copies throughout the Gulf Islands and the Canadian Strait of Georgia from Victoria to Campbell River to Howe Sound.

Island Tides, Box 55, Pender Island, BC, Canada.       Phone: 250-629-3660.       Fax: 250-629-3838. 

Email: islandtides@islandtides.com.     Website: http://www.islandtides.com

http://www.islandtides.com
http://www.islandtides.com


Reprint from ISLAND TIDES, Dec 3, 2009, Page 2

Canadians rely on a loose coalition of independent tugs

that would have to be called out to respond, based on

availability. The tug at Neah Bay, paid for by Washington

taxpayers, is the only response tug on the Straits or the

greater Salish Sea which is composed of Canadian and

American waters. 

However there has been a Transboundary Oil Spill task

force in place for a few years, which includes

representatives of Washington, BC, Oregon, Alaska,

Hawaii, and Idaho … [which has] paid off, in that we were

in much greater communication, faster, because of these

efforts.

Just a month ago, many of the key players in the US and

Washington State effort met at the Jamestown S’Klallam

tribal conference center on the Straits of Juan de Fuca,

and discussed current state of the art oil spill prevention

issues, along with questions on what more needs to be

done to protect the Salish Sea. 

Members of the Puget Sound Partnership Straits Working

Group, including this reporter, representing People For

Puget Sound were present. The efforts to properly protect

our waters is still a work in progress, and we were

extremely lucky this time, it appears.

Bergstein also notes that, ‘There is a background story worth

noting here. The Canadians are planning to run a pipeline from

central Canada to pump the ‘tar sands’ dirty oil to ports in BC,

where they would then transship it to China (so much for using

this oil for North America). There is opposition growing in BC

to this proposal and it would be very inconvenient to upset the

population at this point with a story such as this. There has

been some comment already on Canadian blogs. And it strikes

me odd that no news sources other than this one and the State

DOE have had anything to say about it.’ 0
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