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Issue Summary 
 
Oil exploration in Hecate Strait and Dixon Entrance was proposed in the 1960’s and 1970’s.  Experts and 
scientists of the time deemed it too risky and the proposals went no further.  Oil ports for BC’s Northern 
coast have been proposed at least twice in the past 60 years.   The first oil port was proposed for Kitimat in 
the late 1970’s and then again in 2008 with the Enbridge Northern Gateway Project. Both proposals were 
highly controversial and at odds with the wishes of the residents and First Nations groups of the North Coast.  
The proposals were widely acclaimed as foolhardy considering the natural assets and risks of shipping in the 
Hecate Strait and narrow connecting fjords. 
 
While commonly described as “oil tanker traffic,” the substance proposed for transport through northern 
British Columbia waters in recent and renewed proposals is diluted bitumen (dilbit) — a heavy petroleum 
product derived from oil sands and blended with lighter hydrocarbons to enable pipeline and marine 
transport. 
 
Diluted bitumen behaves differently from conventional crude oil when released into the marine environment. 
While initial spill behaviour may resemble oil, research indicates that as dilbit weathers, the lighter diluents 
evaporate, increasing the likelihood that the remaining bitumen may submerge or sink, particularly in 
turbulent, sediment-rich waters such as Hecate Strait. The environmental fate and long-term ecological 
impacts of dilbit spills in marine environments remain poorly understood, especially under extreme North 
Coast conditions. 
 
This scientific uncertainty significantly heightens concern and reinforces the need for a precautionary 
approach to tanker traffic and oil port development on the North Coast. 
 

 



 

 

 
 

The North Coast tanker ban was proposed and loosely observed in 1971, but it became official in 2019 
following the end of the Northern Gateway project.  The intent was to prohibit the transport of large oil 
carriers, including those transporting diluted bitumen and other petroleum products, on the North Coast. The 
area spanned a vast area through the Great Bear Rainforest from the Central Coast at Bella Bella and Klemtu, 
west to Haida Gwaii, and north to the Alaska boundary.  The area included all of Hecate Strait, one of the 
stormiest, most hazardous pieces of water on the planet. 
 
The First Nations of the area have been solid in their condemnation of attempts to establish an oil port and 
resume tanker possibilities.  The nations unanimous in their opposition to lifting the tanker ban include the 
Heltsiuk of Bella Bella, the Kitasoo of Klemtu, the Gitgaat of Hartley Bay, the Haida of Haida Gwaii, the 
Haisla of Kitamaat, the Nishga of the Naas, and the Tsimshian of the Rupert area and the upstream 
Wet’suwet’en.   These guardians of the environment are prepared to go all out in opposition.  
 
Oil tankers in this region are considered extremely risky not only because of public opposition, but because 
of the nature of the sea itself. Hecate Strait is one of the roughest and most unpredictable stretches of water 
on the planet — shallow, storm-exposed, and known for fast-moving currents and winds that can change 
within minutes. Even modern spill-response equipment only works in relatively calm conditions, and many 
experts agree that trying to contain a major spill here would be nearly impossible. 
 
In simple terms: if diluted bitumen or other petroleum products reached the water, they could not be cleaned 
up effectively. It would spread quickly into salmon estuaries, kelp forests, seabird nesting areas, and whale 
feeding grounds — places that are the heart of the North Coast ecosystem and the cultural and food systems 
of Indigenous Nations. The damage could last for generations. 
 
Historical Risk Assessments and Their Limitations 
 
A federal comparative environmental risk assessment published by the Department of Fisheries and Oceans 
(DFO) in 1978 examined potential oil port locations along the Pacific coast and concluded that, relative to 
other sites considered at the time, the Prince Rupert and Kitimat regions posed lower comparative spill risk. 
 
However, this assessment must be understood within its historical context. The study predates modern ultra-
large tanker traffic, climate-driven increases in storm intensity, contemporary understanding of spill-response 
limitations, and the proposed marine transport of diluted bitumen — a substance whose behaviour in marine 
environments was not considered in the assessment and remains insufficiently studied today. 
 
Importantly, a finding of “lower relative risk” does not equate to acceptable risk, particularly in a region 
where spill response is functionally ineffective and where the ecological, cultural, and subsistence 
consequences of a spill would be catastrophic. These factors underpin the strong and sustained opposition 
expressed by Indigenous Nations and coastal communities to the Northern Gateway proposal and similar oil 
port developments. 
          
 
 



 

 

 
 

Species at Risk Context 
These species collectively form the ecological foundation of the North Coast marine food web. 
 
Status: 

• Schedule 1 Threatened under Canada’s Species at Risk Act (SARA) 
• Provincially ranked as Endangered under BC’s Conservation Data Centre (CDC) 

 
Species: 
All listed species are dependent on high-productivity pelagic food webs driven by herring and oolichan 
recruitment, meaning a major spill could collapse the base of the trophic system for decades. 
 
Category Species Status 
Marine Fish & 
Forage Species 

Pacific Herring, Oolichan, Pacific Salmon 
(multiple species), Sand Lance, Halibut 

Herring & Oolichan SARA-listed, 
salmon COSEWIC assessed 

Marine Mammals Humpback, Fin, Minke, Orca Several SARA-listed, Northern 
Resident Orca Endangered 

Seabirds Ancient Murrelet, Marbled Murrelet, Rhinoceros 
Auklet, Cassin’s Auklet, Tufted Puffin, Red Knot Multiple threatened under SARA 

Invertebrates Abalone, shellfish assemblages Abalone Endangered under SARA 
 
Habitat: 

• Eastern Hecate Strait supports one of the most productive coastal ecosystems in the North Pacific, 
driven by kelp forests, eelgrass nurseries, tidal mixing zones, and upwelling that support forage fish 
recruitment. Seabird colonies on Haida Gwaii and the outer coastal islands represent globally 
significant nesting aggregations. 

• Multiple species rely on synchronized spawning cycles and seasonal upwelling — an oil spill during 
peak herring or oolichan run could collapse recruitment for 25–40+ years. 

 
Primary Threats: 

• Major devastating oil spill without clean up capabilities 
• Major shipping with enormous boats with potential acoustic troubles 
• Offshore sea bird colonies with imperiled foraging habitat 
• Loss of cultural links for First Nations with sea weed harvests 
• Insufficient enforcement of habitat protections 
• Slow recovery actions and lack of full SARA compliance 

 
Significance of Area: 

• Entire Skeena and Naas estuaries, two of the world’s foremost salmon producers 
• Several of the world’s very prolific sea bird colonies. 
• Some of the world’s best whale foraging areas for Humpback, Finn, Minke, Blue, and Orca whales 
• The world’s foremost Oolichan foraging areas from the Naas and Skeena 



 

 

 
 

 
Location: 
This location is enormous in size, in fact larger than many nations on earth. 
The area affected is thousands of square kilometers in size and includes basically 
the whole of the Pacific northwest between Vancouver Island and Alaska. 
It includes, all of the Great Bear Rainforest fjord and island area, all of Haida Gwaii, all of Hecate Strait and 
part of Dixon Entrance 
 
Ecosystem: 

• Coastal shelf, and islands, 
• Coastal rain forest 
• Kelp and Eel grass forests 

 
Habitat: 

• Intact forest landscapes with multi-aged old growth 
• Narrow elevational migration corridors 
• Lichen-rich forests crucial for winter foraging 

 
Protection Gap: 

• A large proportion of mapped critical habitat remains unprotected or under weak protection 
designations. 

• Many cut blocks within critical habitat have been approved or are pending. 
• Road density thresholds exceeded 

 
 
Cultural Context (First Peoples Impact) 
Hecate Strait and the North Coast region is everything for the First Nations people 
The Pacific ocean is their dinner plate, their homes, their cultural identity. Specifically, these nations: 
 

• Heltsiuk Nation 
• Kitkatla Nation 
• Metlakatla Nation 
• Nishga Nation 
• Kitasoo Nation 

• Gitgaat Nation 
• Wet’suwet’en Nation 
• Haisla Nation 
• Haida Nation 
• Tsimshian Nation 

These Nations hold legal, hereditary, and ecological governance of the region. Disruption of marine 
resources would represent not only a cultural loss, but food security risk, economic displacement, and 
violation of inherent Indigenous rights protected under Section 35 of the Constitution Act. 

The health of the marine environment is essential for the way of life of the North Coast. 

• Everything in North Coastal depends on a healthy ocean for sustenance. 
• Any marine spill would be large and devastating causing losses for decades 



 

 

 
 

• Culturally all creatures are ocean dependent and are revered and part of the family traditions.  An 
incident would be an emotional and cultural catastrophe. 

Indigenous Nations repeatedly call for co-governance, habitat protection, and recognition of Indigenous law 
on the north coast. 

Ecological Context 

• Consistent tanker transits will negatively impact the cetacean populations and there will be loss of 
animals to collisions.  The under water noise will be deafening for some species.   Foraging for fish 
stocks will be adversely effected. 

• A spill event is inevitable and could mean a total environmental loss for decades.  There is almost no 
effective clean up in the tumultuous waters of Hecate Strait. 

• A spill event could wipe out oolichan and herring for decades. 
• Bird losses to a spill could initially be in the thousands and would carry on with a weakened 

environment for subsequent years. 
• Recovery modelling from Exxon Valdez shows persistent shoreline toxicity >30 years post-spill, with 

herring and seabird colonies still below pre-spill levels. The North Coast has higher wave exposure 
and stronger currents, meaning recovery would likely be slower and mortality higher. 

Conservation Significance 

Protecting the NW coast from oil tankers and spills: 

• Advocates for species that can not speak up like whales, fish etc. 
• Helps the First Nations retain their culture and way of life 
• Provides employment and recreation for millions of humans from ocean cruisers to fishermen, and 

environmental tourists. 
• A healthy, oil free ocean provides sustenance for countless species many of them on the blue and red 

listed charts. 
• The most effective conservation intervention is prevention. Once oil enters this system, remediation 

becomes functionally impossible — making legislative protection the only viable defense. 

Scientific Context:  

Hecate Strait is globally recognized as one of the most hydrodynamically hazardous marine corridors on 
Earth, with shallow basins (70–100 m), extreme storm fetch, tidal convergence, and winter wave heights 
frequently exceeding 10 m. These conditions render mechanical oil recovery largely ineffective, as booms 
fail in seas over 1.5–2 m, meaning most crude released here would disperse widely into seabird foraging 
zones, kelp nurseries, and salmon estuaries within hours. This limitation is even more pronounced for diluted 
bitumen, whose potential to submerge or sink after weathering further reduces recovery feasibility. 



 

 

 
 

The region supports a trophic system driven by forage fish (herring, oolichan, sand lance) — the foundation 
prey for whales, seabirds, salmon, and coastal predators. Peer-reviewed evidence shows that forage fish 
populations can take 25–40+ years to recover after major contamination events, and in several documented 
global cases never returned to pre-spill biomass. 

Noise and collision modelling indicates that increased tanker traffic would elevate risk to whales 
significantly. Studies on humpbacks and fin whales in BC show that vessel noise reduces feeding efficiency 
and can lead to displacement from foraging hotspots. Orca populations are especially vulnerable due to 
biochemical accumulation of toxins stored through food-chain magnification. 

Conclusion: The North Coast represents a high-productivity, high-risk marine ecosystem where the 
probability of long-term ecosystem collapse under a spill scenario is not hypothetical — it is evidenced, 
modelled, and historically demonstrated. 

Core scientific bodies supporting this evidence: 
• Environment and Climate Change Canada (ECCC) 
• COSEWIC 
• BC Government’s own habitat science teams 
• Peer-reviewed research from UBC, UNBC, and the University of Alberta 
• Indigenous-led monitoring programs 

Core References 

• BC Nature Joint Panel Review re: Enbridge Northern Gateway Project Sept 2010 
• BC Nature press release on tanker spill risks and impacts to marine birds and coastal ecosystems 

(re Trans Mountain expansion) - https://bcnature.org/trans-mountain-pipeline-press-release/ 
• Environment and Climate Change Canada (ECCC) – Recovery Strategy: Recovery Strategy for the 

Woodland Caribou, Southern Mountain Population (2014) 
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/recovery-
strategies/woodland-caribou-southern-mountain-2014.html 

• COSEWIC – National Species Status Assessment: COSEWIC Assessment and Status Report on 
Caribou (Rangifer tarandus), Southern Mountain population 
https://sararegistry.gc.ca/default.asp?lang=En&n=4BA44076-1 

• Government of British Columbia – Caribou Recovery Program: Provincial Caribou Recovery 
Program – Southern Mountain Caribou 
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/plants-animals-ecosystems/wildlife/wildlife-
conservation/caribou/recovery/southern-mountain 

• Indigenous-Led Recovery Example (Gold Standard): West Moberly First Nations & Saulteau First 
Nations – Klinse-Za Caribou Partnership 
https://www.westmo.org/our-programs/land/caribou-recovery + Background article: 
https://thenarwhal.ca/klinze-za-caribou-recovery-first-nations/ 

• Principles and Guidelines for Ecological Restoration in Canada's Protected Natural Areas: 
https://parks.canada.ca/nature/science/conservation/ie-ei/re-er/pag-pel 

https://bcnature.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/100998-Enbridge-JRP-with-Nature-Canada-Sept-8-2010.pdf
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/recovery-strategies/woodland-caribou-southern-mountain-2014.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/services/species-risk-public-registry/recovery-strategies/woodland-caribou-southern-mountain-2014.html
https://sararegistry.gc.ca/default.asp?lang=En&n=4BA44076-1
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/plants-animals-ecosystems/wildlife/wildlife-conservation/caribou/recovery/southern-mountain
https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/environment/plants-animals-ecosystems/wildlife/wildlife-conservation/caribou/recovery/southern-mountain
https://www.westmo.org/our-programs/land/caribou-recovery
https://thenarwhal.ca/klinze-za-caribou-recovery-first-nations/
https://parks.canada.ca/nature/science/conservation/ie-ei/re-er/pag-pel


 

 

 
 

• Coastal First Nations. Open letter urging the federal government to uphold the North Coast Oil 
Tanker Moratorium (Bill C-48) https://coastalfirstnations.ca/resources/open-letter-cfn-urges-prime-
minister-carney-to-uphold-oil-tanker-moratorium-on-bcs-north-coast/ 

• Ecological restoration research in Canada: who, what, where, when, why, and how? 
https://www.fecpl.ca/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/2023-ecological-restoration-research-in-canada-who-
what-where-when-why-and-how.pdf 

• Defining and Quantifying the Ecological Restoration Economy: https://www.clra.ca/alberta/wp-
content/uploads/sites/2/2024/10/MainW1320_Mansuy_DefiningandQuantifyingtheEcologicalRestoration
Economy.pdf    

• SkeenaWild Conservation Trust. Citizen letter campaign: Uphold the North Coast Oil Tanker 
Moratorium (Bill C-48) https://skeenawild.org/citizen-letter-to-an-mp-uphold-the-northcoast-oil-tanker-
moratorium-bill-c-48/ 
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