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Moratorium on Tankers Threatened

- by Racquel Foran

If you care about the environment you probably already have pretty strong opinions about Alberta’s Oil sands, but it might be time for everyone to start paying closer attention to what impact further development of the oil sands will have on our local environment.  We all know that the extraction process has severely threatened both the Athabasca River and the boreal forest in the region, but now the oil sands are threatening BC’s coast too.

Currently there are six oil and gas and terminal projects for Kitimat and Prince Rupert in various stages of application and approval.  These proposals all have tankers traveling to and from Kitimat.  Tankers would travel through grey whale migratory routes, along feeding grounds for humpback and orca whales, and past more than 600 salmon-spawning rivers.

Since 1972 there has been a moratorium on oil tankers traveling up and down BC’s north and central coast.  A total of eight Prime Ministers and nine BC Premiers have supported this moratorium – every one until Stephen Harper.  In 2006 the federal government, without consultation or input from the area’s communities and First Nations, allowed a violation of the moratorium when it permitted tankers to carry condensate into Kitimat.  You only need to look at the impacts of the Exxon Valdez oil spill – twenty years later – to understand that the federal government is facing a slippery slope by allowing this type of tanker traffic on our coast.

BC already sees more that 400,000 vessels a year moving along its coast and that number is predicted to triple over the next 15 years without additional tanker traffic.  If these pipeline projects all go ahead and the government caves into industry pressure to allow tanker traffic along our coast, it will only be a matter of time before we suffer a devastating environmental disaster.  “Until now we have been lucky,” said Oonagh O’Connor, Living Oceans Society’s Energy Campaign Manager.  “But luck has a way of running out.”

To illustrate how oil spills would effect ecosystems and communities on the North Coast of BC, the Living Oceans Society has an online shipping spill model that includes animations of spills involving oil tankers and drilling platforms at www.livingoceans.org/spillfreecoast. You might find that once you watch them you won’t be able to stay silent about this threat to our precious coast.
Note:  The above article was published in the May 2009 issue of BC Outdoors magazine www.bcoutdoorsmagazine.com 

