
I
f expansion of the Alberta tar sands is to continue, the oil
industry must find some way to get their product to markets
outside North America. Private enterprise can and will

extract the bitumen and build the transportation links—and
pocket the profits.
But the environment, government, and, ultimately, all

Canadians will take the risks.

Pushing Bitumen
A few weeks ago, federal Cabinet Ministers and their deputies
took advantage of the hiatus in Parliament to set out from
Ottawa to meet with people in British Columbia. They
concentrated particularly on the First Nations, which have been
united in their opposition to crude oil pipelines proposed by
Enbridge—the ‘Northern Gateway’—and Kinder Morgan—
‘twinning the Trans Mountain pipeline’. These pipelines are
specifically designed to serve an export market in Asia for tar
sands bitumen.
At the same time, Trans-Canada Pipelines was promoting

the ‘energy east’ pipeline which would transport crude oil
eastwards from Alberta  to Montreal, the Irving refinery at St
John, and possibly an export terminal at Portland, Maine.
And also at the same time, Prime Minister Harper was in

New York, avoiding the United Nations in favour of telling US
business leaders that, even if President Obama turned down the
Keystone XL pipeline, the many interests which expected to
profit from the pipeline ‘won’t take no for an answer’. Just to
make that clearer, Harper said, ‘If we were to get that, that won’t
be final.’ (He didn’t actually say that he, himself, wouldn’t take
no for an answer; more as if he were spokesperson for the
cheerleaders.)
Meanwhile, Enbridge and TransCanada were busily

constructing new links in the existing web of US pipelines which
will provide alternative routes for crude from Alberta to
refineries on the US Gulf coast.
And CN says that it would take only five trains a day to

transport a volume of crude oil, equivalent to the Northern
Gateway pipeline, from Alberta to Prince Rupert.

Marketing And Pricing
The push, of course, comes from Alberta, where corporations
from around the world would extract more bitumen from
Alberta’s tar sands if only they could ship it to some market,
somewhere. The stuff they are currently extracting can be
shipped through existing pipelines to the midwestern US, the
traditional market.
But now it has to compete with lighter crude oil from

fractured wells in the US, and so Alberta producers find their
selling price is discounted from the posted price; during the past
year, this discount has at times reached $20 per barrel.
This has reinforced their interest in overseas markets, where

the price they think they can get for crude oil is significantly
higher than they can get in the US.

Upgrading And Diluting
That Alberta bitumen isn’t all that easy to deal with; it has been
described as having the consistency of peanut butter. It must be
‘upgraded’—the first stage of refining—into synthetic crude. 
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Pipelines push in all directions
Patrick Brown

US Crude Oil Pricing
A prime justification for diversifying markets for Alberta’s crude
oil has been the persistent price discount it gets compared to the
US crude oil price per barrel (quoted every day on news services
and on TV). The US benchmark price is for a barrel of a light
crude known as West Texas Intermediate (WTI). During 2013,
the WTI price has ranged from U$95 to U$106. 
Over the past year, the discount for WCS has ranged from

U$14 to U$37. Some 80% of the Alberta crude sold in north
america is priced at a benchmark price for a heavier crude
known as Western Canada Select (WCS). The discount amount
is affected by supply and demand, the cost of diluent blending,
shipping costs, and the availability of refinery capacity. 
This price can be extremely volatile. The average discount for

the third quarter of 2013 was U$17.48 per barrel. Industry
sources quote the October differential as U$26.34, and for
November in the U$33 range. The forward market differential
for 2014 is estimated at U$23.



But the tar sands extraction industry has proved reluctant to
invest in upgraders. So to transport bitumen by pipeline or
railcar, it must be diluted with a lighter, and more volatile,
petroleum product, known as ‘diluent’. Typically, diluent contains
benzene, a carcinogen. The diluted bitumen is termed ‘dilbit’. 
The ‘diluent’ has to be separated from the bitumen at its

destination, and sent back to the origin of the bitumen to dilute
more bitumen for shipping. Thus the Northern Gateway pipeline
is in reality two pipelines: one from Alberta for diluted bitumen,
and one to return the diluent to Alberta.
And the diluent from other pipeline routes is returned by rail,

or sold for further refining at its destination.
The Risks On Land

The international corporations extracting bitumen from the tar
sands have taken great financial risks and created enormous
environmental damage, but their product has no value unless it
can be moved to markets. The transportation risks are assumed
by government, and among them are the enormous risks of dilbit
and diluent spills from pipelines, trains, ships, and the terminals
and transfer facilities.
The 2011 Kalamazoo dilbit spill from an old Enbridge pipeline

in Michigan showed that dilbit leaked into a river separated; the
bitumen sank to the bottom of the river, and the diluent remained
on the surface and evaporated in a toxic cloud. Three years and
over a billion dollars later, it has not been completely cleaned up. 
The Trans Mountain pipeline is old, and runs along railway

lines, highways, and rivers, including the Fraser. It also negotiates
some of the most dramatic elevation changes of any pipeline,
anywhere. (The Kalamazoo pipeline was old, and ran along a
river.)  
The Northern Gateway pipeline route crosses forty rivers, and

tunnels through mountains rather than going around them – a
study of potential oil spill sites along the line has brought home
the ruggedness of the route and the extreme difficulty of cleaning
up any spills that might occur. 
Both these pipeline routes across British Columbia illustrate

clearly why there are no other oil pipelines across the Rockies
north of Las Vegas. Most oil pipelines in North America are built
across relatively flat land to the east.
Several recent rail accidents have illustrated the chances of

spills; the Lac Megantic fire illustrated the hazardous nature of
the contents of the railcars (no, it was not Alberta dilbit, but may
have included diluent—we simply do not know).

The Risks On The Water
Overseas markets, of course, mean that the dilbit has to be
shipped somewhere by tanker. There is no record of a dilbit spill
in salt water, yet, and research on this is just getting started.
Tankers, particularly supertankers, do not maneuver easily, and

take miles to stop. Their navigation in the narrow, rock-strewn
channels of BC’s central coast, with its big tides and stormy
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Major Risks
All pipelines and railcars carrying dilbit or diluent:
• spills hard to clean up;
• diluent volatile, toxic, carcinogenic, possibly explosive;
• in a water body, bitumen separates and sinks. 

All ships carrying dilbit:
• tankers large, awkward to maneuver, vulnerable to

storms;
• bitumen behaviour in salt water must be researched;
• Exxon Valdez cleanup estimated at 15% effective, with

some fish and mammal species never recovering.
Rail tank cars:
• cargo is hazardous and must be specifically identified for

local emergency services which must deal with derailments,
spills, and fire along rail routes;
• most of existing old rail tank car stock fragile and unsafe in

accidents;
• reduction of accident risk requires stricter operating

regulations, route certification.

Northern Gateway:
• pipeline route is rugged; some parts have high spill risk

inaccessible for cleanup or mitigation, particularly river
crossings;
• two pipelines, double the risk of spills;
• tanker routes to and from Kitimat through Douglas

Channel and Hecate Strait require careful navigation and
control; storms unpredictable; navigation aids are minimal; new
charts are being prepared;
• in case of tanker accident, unmitigatable catastrophic

shoreline and marine impacts before any mitigation or cleanup
can be initiated.

Kinder Morgan Trans Mountain ‘twinning’:
• pipeline route has steep ‘jump-off’ into Coquihalla Canyon;

potential for a very large spill in an area inaccessible in winter
due to snowfall and avalanches; spill may reach Fraser River
with catastrophic impact on salmon; 
• two pipelines, double the risk of spills; 60 year old original

Trans Mountain line is vulnerable to leaks and pressure must be
limited (see photo);
• tanker routes to and from Westridge Terminal through

Second Narrows (limited depth and clearance through opening
railway bridge) and First Narrows; both require daylight high
water slack transit with other vessels keeping clear;
• remainder of tanker route to open sea (Vancouver

Harbour, English Bay, Boundary Pass, Haro Strait) passes
through populated foreshore, including Gulf and San Juan
Islands; any accidental spill would inflict massive damage;
• marine oil spill cleanup equipment in the area is limited

and inadequate, Coast Guard control has been moved to
Quebec, and local facilities have been cut back.



© 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 (November 21, 2013) 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: 250-216-2267      Fax: 250-629-3838 
Email: islandtides@islandtides.com     Website: www.islandtides.com

weather, is tricky and dangerous, even with attendant tugs. 
Spill cleanup equipment is absent on the BC’s north coast,

and pitifully inadequate on the south coast, where tankers from
Kinder Morgan’s Westridge pipeline terminal must thread their
way through Vancouver’s First and Second Narrows and
between the Canadian Gulf Islands and the US San Juan Islands
on their way to sea.

Risking British Columbia
The oil and pipelining industry insists that, operated
responsibly, a bitumen transportation system of pipelines across
BC and tankers to export markets has a minimal risk of spills
and the resultant environmental damage. It points to historical
operations in much safer environments to buttress its claims. 
British Columbia’s rugged land and dangerous coast presents

a higher risk of accidental spills than the industry has previously
faced. The consequences of spills on the wild central coast, or
the developed south coast, would be far more serious than the
industry has previously risked.
The industry does not, and cannot, claim that there is no risk.

It is willing to take those risks provided that it is supported by
government, explicitly or implicitly.
This attitude may be compared to the assumptions of certain

banks which, in the recent financial meltdown, were found to
have undertaken risky transactions because they were ‘too big to
fail’ and so were sure of government bailouts.
British Columbia is unwilling to assume those risks. To force

them upon the province in the ‘national interest’ would be to
invite long-standing resentment of both the industry and the
federal government.
There are alternatives to risking British Columbia, but

neither the industry nor the government will consider them. 0
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