
The 1150 km Trans Mountain pipeline was built in 1953 to
transport crude oil and refined products from Edmonton to the
west coast. At the time, it was a daring feat of engineering and
construction over the most difficult terrain. 
Sixty years later, it is still the only oil pipeline to cross the

Rockies north of Las Vegas, Nevada. Mostly 24-inch pipe, it
currently has a rated capacity of approximately 300,000 barrels
per day. 
The risk now is that it will fail in a critical location, spilling

diluted bitumen into the Fraser River.
But increasing the risk, Kinder Morgan, owner of the pipeline

since 2005, plans to build a new pipeline, paralleling the existing
one as far as possible. This aims to satisfy new demand for
shipping diluted bitumen (dilbit) from Alberta’s tar sands to
tidewater at Vancouver, where it would be loaded onto tankers
for shipment to California and Asia. 
The total capacity of the twinned pipelines is estimated at

890,000 b/d. The new pipeline is expected to be in service in
late 2015, but the company has yet to apply to the National
Energy Board for a permit to construct and operate the line.
Kinder Morgan has indicated that, when the new line is

completed, it will be used for dilbit and the old line for other
products. However, in the meantime, the existing line is used
one third of the time for dilbit, thicker and heavier than the
historic product mix of gasoline, jet fuel, diesel, and light crude,
and requiring higher pumping pressures.
This situation will continue for three years or more.

Meanwhile, any new pipeline leaks in the Coquihalla Canyon
pose a direct threat to Fraser River salmon.

The ‘Jump Off’
Photographs below illustrate numerous current repair
operations on the existing sixty-year-old pipeline in an area
where the pipeline drops suddenly from the elevation of the
interior plateau of British Columbia, the highest point on any
pipeline in Canada (the Coquihalla Summit) at 3,760 feet, to the
head of the Fraser Valley at Hope, elevation 210 feet.
This drop occurs in some 30 miles of pipeline, with much of

it taking place at a location known as the ‘jump off’, where the

pipeline literally goes over a cliff and plunges from the summit
into Coquihalla Canyon, down a grade so steep that, in 1953, it
could only be prepared by tractors anchored to the top by cables
(see photograph below). The Kettle Valley Railway line, which
ran along the bottom of the same canyon, was abandoned a few
years later, as its operation was defeated by up to 50ft of winter
snows and frequent avalanches.
Kinder Morgan’s work in the area focuses on the original

pipeline, which experiences small leaks and increasing
corrosion. The ‘jump off’ is an area of particular concern, where
the additional hydraulic pressure resulting from the weight of
product in the steep part of the pipeline may be sufficient to
propel its contents all the way to Burnaby.
Pressure is constantly monitored. This section between

Kingsvale and Hope, holding some 100,000 barrels of oil, can
only be shut off remotely by VHF radio-controlled valves at
Kingsvale, above the ‘jump off’, and Hope, where the Coquihalla
joins the Fraser River. Other valves in the area are manual (see
photo). Snowfall makes much of this part of the line inaccessible
in winter.

Public Concern
A significant spill in this area would, of course, threaten the
Fraser River salmon runs. This is a critical concern.
Given the terrain, questions have been raised as to the

wisdom of adding a second, even larger pipeline down this
route. In fact, it becomes apparent why there are no other oil
pipelines, across the Rockies and the coastal mountains.
Small groups have made the effort to hike into the area and

have expressed concern about the existing line (with numerous
repair sites) and the potential for an even larger spill from an
additional line. 
An August 17 gathering of concerned individuals included

David Ellis, who has spent much time observing the pipeline,
First Nations representatives Chief Art Adolph, Chair, Lilloet
Tribal Council; Chief Archie Patrick, Stellat’en First Nation,
David Luggi, Guy Dunstan, Eddie Gardner (Founding Member
WaterWealth Project), Roy Sakata (former Commercial Salmon
Fisherman), Susan Davidson, Michael Hale (PIPE UP network),
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The Trans Mountain pipeline: daring then — risky now?
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and Stan Proboszcz (Watershed Watch). This group walked two
miles into a recent spill site at the top of the ‘jump off’, where an
estimated 520 cubic metres of oil-soaked soil has been trucked
away. Later, another group traveled up from Hope to a site
below the 'jump off', where soil had also been removed.

(See article,  ‘Dreaming Pipeline Leaks, Dodging Grizzlies’
Island Tides, August 1, 2013, also single article reprint
Oil+Gas+Coal archive, www.islandtides.com.)
Watch http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=85_xCkXN3Jc for
an overview of the building of TransMountain. 0
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KInder Morgan Says…

‘We conduct regular aerial and ground

patrols of the pipeline to look for any

irregularities or unauthorized activities

along the pipeline corridor. Permits are

issued for any ground disturbance

activities near the pipeline.’ 

(Clockwise from above: the ‘jump-off’
into the Coquihalla Canyon in 1953
during construction. Looking up from
the bottom  and looking down from the
top, now.)

Photos: David Ellis
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KInder Morgan Says…

‘As long as pipelines are properly

maintained, their lifespan is

indefinite.’

(There’s a considerable amount of
maintenance and necessary repair
taking place on the aged pipeline.)

‘If necessary, Trans Mountain
can shut the system down
remotely using automated

valves to stop the flow of
product and isolate sections
of the pipeline for
investigation.’ 
(Not all valves are automated;
this one is in the Coquihalla
Canyon.)

‘The pipeline has protective coatings and
cathodic protection system to prevent rust and

corrosion.’  
(The cathodic protection system may not be
completely operational.)

Photos: David Ellis


