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The proposed location by Pan Pacific Aggregates (PPA) of a deep-water port in Wood Bay on Malaspina Strait could have a profound impact on the marine biology of the area, as well as posing serious hazards to navigation. The following is summary of the most obvious risks. 

 

Sewage 
The freighters that PPA proposes to use for hauling limestone out of Wood Bay are of a size known in the shipping industry as Panamex, ranging from 40,000 to 80,000 tons deadweight. They are more than 200 meters in length and carry a crew of up to 25 officers and seamen. Under the 1973 International Treaty on Marine Pollution (MARPOL), these ships may be equipped with an on-board sewage treatment plant and allowed to dump into the surrounding sea any time, any place. These systems run automatically on clocks and float switches, so that when they are full, 5000 gallons or more are pumped from the ship. Along with the sewage there is likely to be a heavy dose of chlorine, as waste water comes not just from the heads and the galley, but also from the ship’s sick bay, where there always a risk of water-borne pathogens such as hepatitis B and C. Coming as it does from within the ship, the sewage will be warmer than the sea water, causing it rise to the surface. At a time of slack tide and light wind, this pool of waste and chlorine could hold together in for some time before dispersing. This conjunction of circumstances - sewage dumping, slack tide and calm - may seem improbable until one factors in PPA’s proposal to bring freighters to Wood Bay for 16 hours a day, twice weekly for 25 years. Conjunction then becomes something close to mathematical inevitability. 

 

Herring
Now, let us introduce intro this picture Pacific herring, one of the most important food species for coho and spring salmon, many species of cod, sea birds and marine mammals, up to and including whales. When herring spawn in March and April, they mass in shallow water, drawing a feeding frenzy of hundreds or thousands of birds and animals that is one of the most spectacular displays of natural abundance on the north Pacific. Fisheries scientists at the Nanaimo Biological Station (DFO) have been tracking these herring spawns since 1940, as one of the best indicators of the health of herring stocks. Beginning in the late 1970s they witnessed a collapse of herring spawning all over the eastern side of Georgia Strait. The crash in Malaspina Strait, the site of Wood Bay, came in 1981. For the next 15 years, only one weak spawning was recorded in the strait. Herring populations were decimated, and to this day, no one knows why. Spawning in Malaspina resumed in 1996, but remained weak and was absent altogether for five years down to 2006. Today, stocks are recovering, but still fragile and far below historical levels. 

Eelgrass
If there is any place where herring prefer to lay their eggs (up to 35,000 from a single female!) it is in the eelgrass “meadows” that grow just below low tide on a substrate of sand or mud. For about 10 days until they hatch, the roe clings to the grass in conditions that are far more conducive to herring survival than any other marine environment. There are places of exceptional natural diversity, comprising of more than 400 species of fish and microscopic marine organisms, an ideal nursery for fish, including juvenile salmon. 

 

There is eelgrass in Wood Bay. Not a lot – it is just a small cove, after all – but any amount of eelgrass is invaluable in Malaspina Strait, where most of the shoreline is rocky and drops away steeply into deep water. Eelgrass meadows are extremely sensitive, easily and irrevocably damaged (attempts to restore eelgrass in Puget Sound have been unsuccessful). Turbidity created by construction of port facilities in Wood Bay could be devastating, cutting light levels and bringing on the collapse of the ecosystem. Oil spilled from land or a freighter could be even worse. (MARPOL regulations require separation of oil from bilge water, but these systems have been known to fail.) Or, to return to that pool of sewage and chlorine we left at the surface beside a ship, add even a light west wind, and it would be moved right to Wood Bay. On a low tide in March, the chlorine could wipe out an entire year’s herring spawn. Or even without the wind or herring in Wood Bay, a free-drifting pool of chlorine would be all-but certain to kill any marine organisms it encountered in Malaspina Strait. 

 

There are of course a great many conjectures and uncertainties here, but nothing in this picture that could not occur, given enough time and repetition. The risks are real, and it is the people and the natural environment of the Sunshine Coast, not PPA, that will be exposed to them. 

 

Navigation 
A freighter (or any other vessel over 65 feet) heading for Wood Bay would come under the control of a Vessel Traffic Management (VTM) system, run first from Victoria, then West Vancouver and finally Comox. The ship would be given a route and asked to maintain radio contact. But that’s all. Unlike an air traffic control system, where planes are given precise directions and tracked from approach to landing, a ship’s course is only recommended. If the pilot disagrees, he is free to take even a huge vessel like a Panamex freighter wherever he wants. 

 

In Malaspina Strait he would be entering a very busy waterway. Nearly all the tugs, booms, barges, fishboats, coastal oil tankers and hundreds of recreational boats enter and exit the strait through Welcome Passage, which puts them on a course very close to Wood Bay. The traffic is up and down the strait. Rather than risk the tidal currents in narrow Welcome Passage, a Panamex freighter would enter the strait between Thormanby and Texada islands on a course that would take it across the flow of traffic. Between October and March, this crossing would have to be made at least some of the time in dense fog. (Merry Island lighthouse has recorded an average of 28 days of fog per year over a period of two decades.) 

 

Given navigational aids such as radar and GPS, it might be tempting to assume that this navigational scenario need not pose a risk. But the Canadian Coast Guard may not see it that way. PPA will have to obtain a permit under the Navigable Waters Act to run freighters in to Wood Bay. And the Coast Guard has already set a precedent, turning thumbs down on an application to site a fish farm just around the point southeast of Wood Bay because it would have posed “a hazard to navigation.” That was more the 20 years ago, and traffic Malaspina has increased enormously in the years since. 

 

Finally, it is the danger of inadvertence, or simple bad luck that most concerns the people who live here. In the winter months when the occurrence of fog is greatest, scores of local recreational fishermen set their prawn traps or angle for winter springs all along the eastern shore of Malaspina. This is a stormy coast (winds exceeding 100 km have been recorded several times in recent years), and the thought of breaking down at sea and drifting into the path of a log boom or barge is the stuff of local nightmares. Adding a freighter longer than two football fields to that mix would do nothing to calm the fears of local boaters. Especially when a 16-foot runabout would likely appear on the ship’s radar as nothing more significant than a drifting log. Being run over by such a ship would be a truly anonymous death. The officers on the bridge would be unlikely to even notice that it had happened. 

 

Once again, the risks would accrue to the local people and environment, while the company would stand to realize nearly all the benefits.  
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