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Issue Summary 

The Government of Alberta has submitted a proposal for the West Coast Oil Pipeline Project, a 1,200 

km pipeline capable of transporting one million barrels of crude oil per day from Bruderheim, Alberta, to a 

new marine terminal at Roberts Bank in Delta, British Columbia. The proposal includes: 

• Fifteen crude oil storage tanks at Roberts Bank  

• Approximately 6.5 million barrels of storage  

• Two Very Large Crude Carrier (VLCC) berths capable of handling vessels carrying approximately 

two million barrels each  

• A new marine terminal within the Fraser River Estuary  

• Expanded tanker traffic throughout the Salish Sea, including Georgia Strait, Haro Strait, Boundary 

Pass and Juan de Fuca Strait, with potential environmental impacts extending far beyond Roberts 

Bank and the Fraser Estuary  

The proposal would substantially expand industrial development within one of Canada's most important 

coastal ecosystems while increasing heavy tanker traffic throughout the Salish Sea. Together, these changes 

have the potential to affect internationally significant migratory bird habitat, salmon populations, marine 

mammals, including whales and the broader ecological integrity of the Fraser Estuary and surrounding 

marine waters. 

 



 

 

 

 

Species at Risk Context 

Status 

Roberts Bank, the Fraser River Estuary and the surrounding Salish Sea support numerous federally listed 

Species at Risk and other ecologically important wildlife. While the proposed marine terminal would directly 

affect the Fraser Estuary, the associated increase in tanker traffic would extend potential impacts throughout 

the Salish Sea, including Boundary Pass, Georgia Strait, Haro Strait and Juan de Fuca Strait. Species 

potentially affected include migratory birds, salmon, marine mammals and other wildlife that depend on 

these interconnected marine and estuarine ecosystems. 

Species 

Potentially affected species include: 

• Western Sandpiper  

• Red Knot  

• Dunlin  

• Marbled Godwit  

• Great Blue Heron (Pacific subspecies)  

• Barn Owl  

• Short-eared Owl  

• Southern Resident Killer Whales 

• Bigg's Killer Whales 

• Humpback whales 

• Gray whales 

• Harbour porpoises 

• Dall's porpoises 

• Pacific white-sided dolphins 

• Harbour seals 

• Steller sea lions 

• California sea lions 

• Chinook Salmon  

• Eulachon  

• White Sturgeon  

Habitat 

Critical habitats potentially affected by the project include: 

• Intertidal mudflats  

• Salt marshes  

• Eelgrass beds  



 

 

 

 

• Estuarine channels  

• Nearshore marine waters  

• Open marine waters of the Salish Sea  

• Marine mammal foraging, migration and resting areas  

• Chinook salmon migration corridors  

• Agricultural fields used by wintering waterfowl 

Primary Threats 

Primary threats associated with the proposed project include: 

• Habitat loss and degradation  

• Habitat fragmentation  

• Increased tanker and vessel traffic throughout the Salish Sea  

• Underwater noise affecting marine mammals and fish  

• Vessel strikes involving whales and other marine mammals  

• Increased risk of crude oil spills and chronic operational pollution  

• Shoreline industrialization and marine terminal expansion  

• Disturbance to migratory birds and other wildlife  

• Disruption of salmon migration and marine food webs  

• Cumulative effects in combination with existing and proposed industrial development and shipping 

activity throughout the Salish Sea 

Significance of Area 

The Fraser River Estuary and adjacent Salish Sea comprise one of Canada's most ecologically significant 

coastal ecosystems. The estuary supports millions of migratory birds annually and is one of the most 

important stopover sites on the Pacific Flyway, while the surrounding marine waters provide important 

habitat and migration corridors for salmon, whales, porpoises, seals and other marine wildlife. Together, 

these interconnected ecosystems support exceptional biodiversity and ecological productivity at both 

regional and international scales. 

Geographic Context 

Location 
• Roberts Bank  

• Municipality of Delta, British Columbia  

• Fraser River Estuary  

• Southern Salish Sea  

Marine Shipping Corridor 



 

 

 

 

The proposed tanker route extends from Roberts Bank through: 

• Boundary Pass  

• Haro Strait  

• Georgia Strait  

• Juan de Fuca Strait  

• Pacific Ocean  

Ecosystem 
• Fraser River Estuary  

• Fraser Delta  

• Salish Sea  

• Pacific coastal marine ecosystem  

Habitat 
• Intertidal mudflats  

• Salt marshes  

• Eelgrass beds  

• Tidal channels  

• Estuarine waters  

• Nearshore and open marine waters  

• Agricultural fields used by migratory birds and wintering waterfowl 

Protection Gap 

Although portions of the Fraser River Estuary are protected through Wildlife Management Areas, Important 

Bird Areas, Ramsar designation, and adjacent protected lands, industrial development continues to expand 

within the estuary. Most ecological processes, including bird migration, salmon migration and marine 

mammal movement, occur outside formally protected areas. 

While existing marine protected areas and species-specific conservation measures provide some protection 

within the Salish Sea, they are too small and scattered to reduce the environmental risks associated with 

increased tanker traffic. The proposed project would increase industrial activity across interconnected 

estuarine and marine ecosystems where important wildlife habitats and migration corridors remain 

vulnerable to cumulative effects, underwater noise, vessel strikes and spill risk. 

Regulatory Gap 

The Alberta proposal provides almost no discussion of the environmental effects of increased tanker traffic 

through Georgia Strait, Haro Strait and Juan de Fuca Strait. Marine mammals are mentioned just three times 

in 89 pages, with mitigation measures focused primarily on Southern Resident Killer Whales through 

existing federal marine mammal protection programs. The proposal contains little discussion of potential 



 

 

 

 

impacts on recovering humpback whale populations or other marine mammals that regularly use the Salish 

Sea. 

Ecological Context 

The Fraser River Estuary is one of the largest and most productive estuarine ecosystems on the Pacific Coast 

of North America. Together with the adjacent Salish Sea, it forms an interconnected ecological system that 

supports exceptional biodiversity and provides critical habitat for migratory birds, salmon, marine mammals 

and numerous Species at Risk. 

The ecosystem provides: 

• Nursery habitat for salmon and other fish species  

• Internationally significant shorebird habitat along the Pacific Flyway  

• Wintering habitat for waterfowl  

• Critical habitat and migration corridors for marine mammals  

• Carbon storage in salt marshes and eelgrass beds  

• Flood attenuation and shoreline stabilization  

• Nutrient cycling and estuarine productivity  

• Fish migration corridors linking freshwater and marine ecosystems  

The ecological productivity of the Fraser River Estuary supports marine and terrestrial food webs throughout 

the Salish Sea. Its interconnected habitats are ecologically linked, meaning that changes in one part of the 

system, including increased industrial development or marine shipping activity, will have consequences that 

extend well beyond Roberts Bank. 

Marine Shipping Corridor 

The proposed terminal would substantially increase the number of large crude oil tankers travelling through 

the Salish Sea. While the proposal focuses primarily on Roberts Bank and the Fraser Estuary, the 

environmental effects of tanker traffic would extend far beyond the terminal itself, affecting marine 

ecosystems throughout southern Georgia Strait, Haro Strait and Juan de Fuca Strait. 

Potential impacts include: 

• increased underwater noise  

• increased risk of vessel strikes on whales  

• disruption of whale foraging and communication  

• elevated spill risk across the Salish Sea  

• cumulative effects alongside existing shipping associated with Trans Mountain Expansion, Port of 

Vancouver growth and other commercial traffic 

Conservation Significance 



 

 

 

 

BC Nature has long recognized Roberts Bank, the Fraser River Estuary and the adjacent Salish Sea as among 

British Columbia's highest conservation priorities. These interconnected ecosystems support internationally 

significant migratory bird populations, critical salmon habitat, marine mammals and numerous Species at 

Risk, while providing ecological services that extend throughout the Pacific coast. 

Key conservation concerns associated with the proposed project include: 

• Continued industrialization of one of Canada's most important estuarine ecosystems  

• Loss and fragmentation of estuarine and nearshore habitats  

• Increased tanker traffic throughout the Salish Sea  

• Increased risk of oil spills and chronic marine pollution  

• Underwater noise and vessel strike risks affecting whales and other marine mammals  

• Impacts on migratory birds and internationally significant Pacific Flyway habitat  

• Impacts on salmon populations and marine food webs  

• Cumulative effects alongside existing and proposed port expansions, the Trans Mountain Expansion 

Project and increasing marine shipping activity 

Scientific Context:  

The proposal is currently at an early planning stage. While it references environmental stewardship and 

future regulatory review, relatively little information is provided regarding: 

• Pacific Flyway values  

• cumulative ecological effects  

• impacts on migratory birds  

• estuarine ecological function  

• mudflat ecosystem services  

• long-term monitoring  

• avoidance of sensitive habitats  

• impacts of tanker traffic throughout the Salish Sea 

• underwater acoustic disturbance 

• vessel strike risk for marine mammals 

• impacts on humpback whales and other recovering whale populations 

• cumulative marine shipping effects beyond Roberts Bank 

These issues would require detailed independent assessment through any future environmental review 

process 
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