
Reflecting serious concerns about the increasing number
of loaded oil tankers traveling through Boundary Pass and
Haro Strait, the Pacific Pilotage Authority has published
new ‘Interim Operating Rules’ for loaded crude oil tankers
in excess of 40,000 deadweight tons (dwt). 

In 2009, nearly four million tonnes of crude oil, in 65
tanker loads, was exported from Kinder Morgan’s
Westridge terminal east of the
Vancouver’s Second Narrows bridge and
up to two tankers a week now load with
tar sands oil at the facility. 

Kinder Morgan has recently expanded
the capacity of its pipeline from Alberta
to 300,000 barrels of oil per day (bpd)
and has plans to increase this to
700,000bpd, a possible doubling of
tankers trips.

The largest tankers loaded at
Westridge are termed Aframax which,
fully loaded, draw 15 metres of water, and
are about 245m long, 34m wide, and
about 80,000dwt. However, depth
restrictions at Second Narrows currently
limit them to 12.5 metres; but current
dredging plans aim to allow fully loaded
Aframax ships as soon as possible.
Currently, ships with length plus beam
exceeding 295m require the prior
permission of the Harbour Master to
pass through the narrow passage.

Second Narrows, where the bridges are 110 to 137m
wide, has had strict navigation rules for some time. It is
only recently, however, that navigation rules have been
published for tankers through Boundary Pass and Haro
Strait, past the Southern Gulf Islands and the US San Juan
Islands.

Boundary Pass and Haro Strait
The narrowest part of Boundary Pass lies between East
Point on Saturna Island and Alden Point on Patos Island
(on the US side of the border). Overall, it is nearly 5
kilometres wide but for larger vessels it is narrowed to a
little over one kilometer by a reef extending eastward from
Saturna and Tumbo Islands.

Boundary Pass continues southwestward between
South Pender Island and Skipjack and Waldron Islands
(US) as far as Turn Point on Stuart Island (US), where it
turns south into Haro Strait, passing the Saanich
Peninsula and a number of smaller Canadian Gulf
Islands—Moresby, Gooch, Sidney, D’Arcy—and San Juan
Island on the US side of the border. Haro Strait ends at
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Tanker Spring Ursa about to go under the Ironworkers’ Memorial Bridge
(Second Narrows) in Vancouver.
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Discovery Island off Victoria, where shipping enters the
Strait of Juan de Fuca.

The main part of these passages is about 3km wide
between islands and reefs. Currents may be up to 2.7 knots
at Skipjack Island. Any accident involving a loaded tanker
in these waters would result in spilled oil along the
convoluted coastlines and beaches of both Canadian and
US Islands, the Saanich Peninsula and Victoria. 

The New Regulations
The regulations apply to loaded tankers when underway
between three miles north of East Point and the Victoria
Pilot station. First of all, there must be two Pilots on the
bridge at all times, plus two ship’s officers and two
seamen, and two further seamen on standby. Prior to the
passage, the Pilots, the ship’s master, and the tug master
must confer and agree on such items as course to be
followed, speed to be maintained, positioning of escort
tug, and communications frequencies and protocol.

Outbound ships are to time their passage so that they
arrive at East Point before the start of the flood tide (ie:
low water slack); if this is not possible, the vessel must
anchor in English Bay until the tides are suitable.

Tankers must have an escort tug capable of applying
steering and braking forces to the ship at speeds of six
knots or more; it must be tethered to the tanker from two
miles north of East Point to the vicinity of Brotchie Ledge
(outside Victoria Harbour). The rules specify that tugs
shall have a minimum bollard pull of between 50 and 65
metric tons, with special arrangements being necessary for
tankers with length plus width exceeding 295 metres.

Tanker speed is not to exceed 10 knots through the
water. If a short tether is used, the vessel must travel more
slowly.

For a description of escort tugs, see the July 8, 2010 issue
of Island Tides. 
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