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An aerial view of a tanker arriving at Westridge Marine Terminal in Burnaby. K I N D E R  M O R G A N  /  P N G  

If a diluted bitumen spill happens on Canada’s West Coast, is it 
possible to clean it up? Yes, it is. We know that because we have 
already successfully responded to a diluted bitumen spill in these 
waters. It’s what we continue to train and prepare for every day.

In 2007, Western Canada Marine Response Corp. (WCMRC) was activated to respond to an oil 

spill in Burrard Inlet after a backhoe ruptured a pipeline beneath Barnet Highway in Burnaby. The 

pipeline rupture primarily released oil on-land, but approximately 100,000 litres of diluted bitumen 

drained into a network of storm drains that empty into the Inlet.

WCMRC dispatched vessels to the site within an hour of activation. Our crews deployed boom to 

protect the shoreline area and contain the oil, skimming it off the surface of the water. Identification 

of oiled shorelines was initiated by shoreline cleanup teams comprised of First Nations, Port of 

Vancouver representatives, and federal, provincial and municipal officials. These teams established 

cleanup methods, set priorities and recovery endpoints, and began their work. The on-water 

response operation was completed within days, while shoreline cleanup continued for six weeks. 

Short and long-term environmental monitoring programs were established by stakeholders and 

recovery endpoints were met

(http://www.belcarra.ca/reports/KMC_Summary_of_2007_Spill_Cleanup_Effects.pdf) , confirming no long-

term impacts to the affected area.
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The Inlet Drive incident (http://wcmrc.com/past-incidents/inlet-drive/) is the largest spill WCMRC has 

cleaned up on Canada’s West Coast — it was a diluted bitumen spill, and 95 per cent of the 

product was recovered

(http://www.belcarra.ca/reports/KMC_Summary_of_2007_Spill_Cleanup_Effects.pdf) . This despite the oil 

having picked up some sand, soil and other debris on its way to the Inlet.

In Canada, marine spill response falls under the jurisdiction of the federal government

(http://wcmrc.com/preparedness/canadian-spill-response-regime/) . Transport Canada oversees the 

regime, setting the regulatory structure, managing the certification program for response 

organizations, and enforcing standards and legislation. Environment and Climate Change Canada 

and the Department of Fisheries and Oceans ensure the science supporting the regime reflects the 

realities of the products traveling over our land and through our waters.

Part of their work is to commission and conduct studies in conjunction with other federal 

departments, universities and scientific bodies, such as the International Institute for Sustainable 

Development’s Experimental Lakes Area (https://www.iisd.org/ela/blog/research-highlights/exploring-oil-

spills/) in Northeastern Ontario. As federal Minister of Environment and Climate Change Catherine 

McKenna recently pointed out (https://www.canada.ca/en/environment-climate-change/news/2018/04/dear-

minister-george-heyman.html) , the government has produced more than 60 peer-reviewed 

publications since 2013 focused on the science of diluted bitumen spills. And the findings align with 

our experience.

Diluted bitumen’s density is lighter than the density of sea water (https://s3-us-

west-2.amazonaws.com/transmountain-craftcms/documents/1391734946-

acomparisonofthepropertiesofdilutedbitumencrudeswithotheroils.pdf?mtime=20170721171733) , similar to 

most other medium to heavy crude oils. This means diluted bitumen floats when spilled in the 

ocean. This was our experience during the Inlet Drive spill and has also been confirmed in 

numerous tests (https://biv.com/article/2018/05/jury-still-out-risk-bitumen-spills-researchers) , including a 

2016 Natural Resources Canada study which concluded diluted bitumen would float in sea water 

for up to three or four weeks (http://vancouversun.com/news/local-news/bitumen-floats-longer-than-

expected-natural-resources-canada-research-shows) , even in rough conditions.

And, like most medium to heavy crude oils released into the sea

(https://www.ec.gc.ca/scitech/6A2D63E5-4137-440B-8BB3-

E38ECED9B02F/1633_Dilbit%20Technical%20Report_e_v2%20FINAL-s.pdf) , diluted bitumen can be 

recovered using a variety of skimmer systems, such as those employed by WCMRC. As tides, 

currents, turbulence, temperature and wave action weather the oil, the viscosity of the product 

increases. However, skimmers designed for more viscous oils — such as brush, belt and 

mechanical systems — as well as sorbent booms and sorbent pads, continue to effectively recover 

weathered oil in these conditions. (https://s3-us-west-2.amazonaws.com/transmountain-

craftcms/documents/1391734754-astudyoffateandbehaviourofdilutedbitumenoilsonmarinewater.pdf) 

As a certified marine response organization, WCMRC must demonstrate its ability to adhere to the 

tiered response standards (http://wcmrc.com/preparedness/canadian-spill-response-regime/) established 

by Transport Canada for our coastal waters. These standards define the timeframe within which 

WCMRC must respond to a spill of a specific quantity. They include the number of metres of 

shoreline that must be treated daily during a response and the number of days in which on-water 

recovery operations must be completed.

New marine spill response enhancements for the Trans Mountain pipeline expansion, should it 

proceed, will reduce response times by more than half the existing planning standards and double 

existing response capacity. The enhancements include the creation of six new response bases 

along our shipping lanes, doubling WCMRC’s fleet to more than 80 vessels, and adding more than 

120 personnel to response crews. These dedicated resources will be staged at strategic coastal 

locations in the Salish Sea, and will be available to the entire marine community — not only to 

Trans Mountain tankers.

The singular tenet of spill response across the globe is to mitigate the damage to the environment 

by ensuring a swift and effective cleanup operation that removes the oil as quickly as possible. This 

is true during a diluted bitumen spill, and the techniques are equally effective. Responders employ 

a variety of detection and recovery systems to protect sensitive areas and shorelines, clean up the 

product, and protect people and wildlife from harm. 
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There hasn’t been a single spill incident involving a tanker on Canada’s West Coast in the 40-plus 

years WCMRC has been operating here. And while every oil spill is different, what never changes 

is the dedication to preparedness by response organizations, governments, First Nations and other 

stakeholders. In Canada we are committed to ensuring the highest standards of marine response 

are employed in every operation undertaken. Research has reinforced WCMRC’s experience and 

our existing strategies and tactics to protect Canada’s West Coast and the people and wildlife that 

live here. If diluted bitumen spills again, we are prepared. 

Kevin Gardner is the president of Western Canada Marine Response Corp., which responds to 

approximately 20 spills off the coast of British Columbia each year.

Follow and share all our columns, opinion pieces and editorials on Flipboard. Check out our 

Opinion magazine: http://flip.it/6KLlZa (http://flip.it/6KLlZa) 

Hover for Flyer Hover for Flyer Hover for Flyer

We encourage all readers to share their views on our articles and blog posts. We are committed to maintaining a lively but civil 

forum for discussion, so we ask you to avoid personal attacks, and please keep your comments relevant and respectful. If you 

encounter a comment that is abusive, click the "X" in the upper right corner of the comment box to report spam or abuse. We are 

using Facebook commenting. Visit our FAQ page (http://www.vancouversun.com/news/story.html?id=7195492) for more information. 

() 

The organizers of Vancouver's 
naked bike ride — set for June 30 
— are saying that potential 
participants needn't be shy if they 
don't own a bike. Just use Mobi, 
the…

‹ Previous Next › 

12 Comments Sort by

Diana Schroeder

WCMRC's shareholders are Imperial Oil, Shell Canada, Chevron, Suncor and Kinder Morgan's Trans Mountain pipeline. 
Need I say more?
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John Callas · Salt Spring Island

Is this the same WCRMC that has been unable to pick up diesel fuel and light oil in the past? Imagine what would 
happen with a dilbit spill.
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