
R
ecognising the increasing threat of a major oil spill
from tankers loaded for Asia at the Westridge
terminal in North Burnaby, the Islands Trust has

sent a strongly worded letter to the National Energy Board
expressing its alarm about NEB approval of increased
terminal capacity and long-term contracts. 

The Trust has also expressed concern about the lack of
consultation with coastal communities about NEB
decisions which result in increased tanker and oil barge
traffic through Boundary Pass and Haro Strait, passing the
Southern Gulf Islands, the US San Juan Islands and
Victoria’s shoreline.

The letter is a serious attempt to communicate to the
NEB that when it makes apparently routine incremental
decisions about the allocation of pipeline capacity for
Kinder Morgan’s TransMountain Pipeline, these decisions
can create the potential for disastrous shipping accidents
and oil spills in the Salish Sea.

National Energy Board Decisions
The Islands Trust letter, written on behalf of the Executive
Committee and signed by chair Sheila Malcolmson,
responds to an application from TransMountain Pipeline
(a subsidiary of the US firm Kinder Morgan) to amend its
Petroleum Tariff Rules and Regulations to assign more of
its shipping capacity to export. 

Over the past year, the pipeline company has increased
its physical capacity to 300,000 barrels per day (bpd), and
is now shipping diluted bitumen from the Alberta tar
sands from Westridge in ‘Aframax’ size tankers (capacity
of each tanker is 650,000 barrels (bbl) of oil).

Currently, the only limitations on how much oil can be
transported and shipped are the capacity of the pipeline
and the depth of the channel at Second Narrows. Kinder
Morgan have indicated their intention to further increase
pipeline capacity to 700,000 bpd and to use ‘Suezmax’
size tankers (capacity 1,000,000 bbl). These larger tankers
would necessitate dredging of Second Narrows, which is

presently planned.
The Trans Mountain Pipeline has traditionally supplied

refineries in Burnaby and the northwest US with
conventional oil. Kinder Morgan’s application would
establish the new purpose of the pipeline to transport
bitumen for export to Asia.

NEB Is Only Regulator
The National Energy Board has jurisdiction over contracts
for oil shipments through the pipeline to Westridge. As the
Islands Trust letter points out, this is the only regulatory
control over the total quantities to be shipped out by
tanker, and thus the only control over the number and size
of ships and barges traveling through Salish Sea waters. 

The Coast Guard, or any other regulatory bodies, would
not be able to limit ship traffic to that which can safely
transit the channels, or to that for which adequate oil spill
response facilities are available (on either side of the
international border).

The Islands Trust letter advocates strongly for such
traffic regulation, emphasizing the increasing shipping
traffic of all kinds, the difficulty of oil spill recovery in the
Salish Sea and upon its many miles of convoluted
shoreline, the potentially severe environmental, economic,
and social damage of any spill or accident, and the
additional and unknown hazards of spills of
‘unconventional oil products’.

Along most of the route traveled by tankers from
Westridge to the sea, the channels are narrow and it is a
very short distance from transient shipping to the shore.
Diluted bitumen may well be significantly more difficult
than conventional crude to recover if it is spilled. 

Further, the Trust emphasizes that there has been
insufficient information made public to Salish Sea
communities, and insufficient consultation by all the
regulators involved about ‘issues and risks associated with
the dramatic increase in tanker and barge traffic from
Westridge marine terminals over the last five years’.

Reprint from Volume 23 Number 13 June 30, 2011

Visit www.islandtides.com for more interesting articles on other BC, national & international topics

Reprint

Trust to NEB: ‘consider oil spills in Salish Sea’ —Patrick Brown

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

‘This article was published (June 30, 2011) in ‘Island Tides’, an independent, regional newspaper distributing across the 
Southern Strait of Georgia from Tsawwassen to Victoria to Nanaimo.’

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


© 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 (June 30, 2011) in ‘Island Tides’, an independent, regional newspaper distributing across the 
Southern Strait of Georgia from Tsawwassen to Victoria to Nanaimo.’

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

Neither the NEB nor Transport Canada appear to have
been concerned enough to initiate studies under the well-
established TERMPOL procedures.

Oil Spill Response Capabilities
The Trust points out ‘numerous deficiencies’ in oil spill
response by Transport Canada and the Coast Guard, as
confirmed in a 2010 report by the Auditor General of
Canada. A new ‘risk assessment’ is now being carried out.

Currently, the US Army Corps of Engineers is studying
the possible environmental impact of the implementation
of the North Wing Extension of BP’s Cherry Point Refinery
Marine Terminal. This analysis will include Canadian
waters. The Islands Trust insists that these risk
assessments should be completed before the NEB licenses
additional export capacity.

The Trust also points out that the Enbridge Northern
Gateway proposal to ship tar sands oil from Kitimat has
been required to study and report extensively on marine
traffic and oil spill response plans. (Enbridge is a potential
competitor of Kinder Morgan for the tar sands bitumen
export trade with Asia.) In contrast, says the Trust, Kinder
Morgan has not been required to prepare equivalent
studies for shipping oil through from Westridge. 

Specific Islands Trust Requests
The Trust letter to the National Energy Board makes
several specific requests:

1. That any NEB decisions about assigning committed
pipeline capacity to the Westridge Marine Terminal be
made in the context of marine safety, and that this
requires a thorough risk assessment, with both regulatory
agencies and companies meeting all requirements,
particularly with regard to risk reduction and oil spill
response. 

It is the Trust’s position that ‘the NEB should not make
any decisions that could increase the number or size of
tankers and oil barges until it has sufficient evidence,
shared publicly, that the resulting committed levels of

tanker traffic are safe, given projected shipping volume
increases, and that the strongest available risk mitigation
measures are in place to protect the Salish Sea.’

2. ‘That, when making decisions about the
TransMountain Pipeline Firm Service application, the
NEB consider the consequence of its pipeline decisions
beyond the dock terminal.’ (Normally, the NEB would not
concern itself with resultant shipping matters.)

3. That the NEB’s review of the pipeline application
involve coastal communities and First Nations, include a
‘rigorous assessment of the efficacy of tracking and spill
response technology for unconventional oil’; include an
assessment of possible effects on the ecosystems of the
Salish Sea, and consider international implications and
transboundary response issues. The Trust letter refers to
the April 2011 report of the Pacific States/British
Columbia Oil Spill Task Force, which identified the need
for international co-ordination, and greater involvement
by the shipping and oil industries.

4. Regulators must be able to impose ceilings or
reductions on the quantity and type of petroleum products
shipped, to ensure that oil spill response plans are
adequate and appropriate. ‘The public interest in
environmental safety must take precedence over the
potential corporate profits created by guaranteed volumes
and unconditional contracts.’

5. Future applications affecting the amount and types
of oil shipped through the Salish Sea must include
publication of notice in the local newspapers.

For background on this issue, see Island Tides’ Oil+Gas
Reprints (islandtides.com/html/oil.htm): ‘Too close for
comfort–a ship runs aground’ (Dec 3/09); ‘Is shipping
tar sands oil from Kitimat wise?’ (Mar 4/10); ‘Tanker
moratorium disputed’ ( July 8/10); ‘Northern Gateway
pipeline review begins’ (Sept 16/10), ‘New tanker rules
for Boundary Pass & Haro Strait’ (Nov 11/10); ‘Oil spills
do not stop at international boundaries’ (Jan 27/11). 0

Reprint from ISLAND TIDES, June 30, 2011, Page 2

http://www.islandtides.com

