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June	9th,	2016		

COMMUNITY	UPDATE	ON	SHEARWATER	FUEL	SPILL	IN	SPILLER	CHANNEL 

Heiltsuk	frustrated	by	lack	of	communication	after	diesel	spill	in	crucial	herring	spawning	
habitat	near	Snass	Lake	

On	May	28th,	a	fuel	truck	from	Shearwater	Marine	containing	18,932	litres	(L)	of	marine	diesel	
submerged	into	45	feet	of	water	while	making	a	delivery	to	the	Snass	Lake	logging	camp	in	
Spiller	Channel.		The	incident	occurred	because	of	a	failed	attempt	to	back	the	fuel	truck	off	its	
carrying	vessel	onto	a	steep	incline.	The	driver	exited	the	truck	before	it	submerged	without	
injury.		

Clean	up	efforts	were	immediately	launched	by	Shearwater	Marine	and	surrounding	forestry	
companies,	including	the	placement	of	booms,	absorbent	pads	and	a	skimmer.	With	clean	up	
efforts	complete,	the	incident	left	2000	L	of	marine	diesel	to	disperse	on	the	surface	of	the	
ocean.	Coast	Guard	and	Heiltsuk	Guardian	Watchmen	were	on	site	to	observe	the	response	
efforts,	which	were	completed	by	the	evening	of	Sunday,	May	29th.		

Heiltsuk	Tribal	Council	was	officially	notified	of	the	fuel	spill	by	Shearwater	over	24	hours	after	
the	incident	took	place	in	our	territory.	Heiltsuk	made	several	attempts	over	the	following	three	
days	to	reach	the	government	agencies	responsible	for	emergency	response	after	major	fuel	
spills.		Eventually,	the	provincial	Ministry	of	Environment	(MoE)	took	responsibility	for	
overseeing	the	response	and	impacts	of	the	spill.	

Heiltsuk	are	very	concerned	and	frustrated	about	the	impacts	of	the	fuel	spill	as	it	occurred	in	
crucial	spawning	habitat	of	herring,	a	resource	upon	which	we	depend	for	our	diets	and	
livelihoods.		Heiltsuk	are	extremely	disappointed	with	the	lack	of	communication	by	Shearwater	
Marine	and	the	slow	response	from	the	government	agencies.		“Snass	Lake	area	has	had	major	
herring	spawns	in	the	past	three	years,	with	great	spawn-on-kelp	product	being	delivered	to	
our	local	fish	plant	to	provide	critically	needed	employment	for	our	people,”	said	Hereditary	
Chief	Gary	Housty	Sr.		



	

	

On	Wednesday	June	1st,	a	delegation	of	Hemas	and	HIRMD	representatives	joined	Shearwater	
Marine,	A	and	A	Trading	Ltd.	and	Ministry	of	Environmental	staff	at	the	site	of	the	spill.		“It	was	
important	for	us	to	see	the	spill.	If	we	didn’t	go	out	to	Snass,	there	would	not	have	been	any	
movement	of	it,”	said	Hereditary	Chief	Earl	Newman	Sr.		

After	deliberations	at	the	spill	site,	the	following	steps	were	agreed	upon	to	mitigate	the	
negative	impacts	of	the	fuel	spill:	

• Several	planks	of	the	loading	dock	were	removed	so	absorbent	pads	could	be	used	to	
capture	much	of	the	remaining	fuel	known	as	‘sheen’.		

• The	impacted	rocky	shoreline	was	flushed	with	water	to	ensure	optimal	evaporation	
conditions	for	any	remaining	sheen	on	shore.	

• The	woody	debris	pile	beside	the	loading	dock	was	removed	from	the	water	to	ensure	
optimal	conditions	for	fuel	evaporation.	
	

“These	accidents	are	getting	closer	to	our	food	harvesting	areas.	We	have	every	reason	to	be	
concerned	that	our	territory	be	used	carefully,	respectfully	and	sustainably	on	behalf	of	
Heiltsuk	people	and	community,”	said	Gary	Housty.		

Next	steps	for	the	Heiltsuk	include:		

• Follow	up	by	HIRMD	staff	to	ensure	all	mitigation	actions	are	completed	by	Shearwater.		
• Hire	an	environmental	consulting	firm	to	conduct	an	appropriate	environmental	impact	

assessment	focusing	on	potential	negative	affects	to	herring	spawn	habitat.	
• Work	with	Shearwater	Marine	on	a	Memorandum	of	Understanding	to	ensure	

acceptable	safely	and	prevention	measures	are	put	in	place	in	the	future.	
	

Heiltsuk	is	willing	to	work	with	Shearwater	Marine	to	ensure	better	communication	into	the	
future.	However,	Heiltsuk	have	made	it	clear	that	as	stewards	of	our	territory,	we	must	remain	
informed	and	involved	in	industrial	activities.	This	incident	has	added	to	an	already	fragile	
relationship	between	Heiltsuk	and	federal	and	provincial	agencies	over	marine	planning.	

“Our	community	sees	the	Shearwater	incident	as	a	signal	that	British	Columbia	is	not	capable	of	
providing	emergency	services	to	current	marine	traffic.	The	amount	of	time	it	took	to	locate	a	
provincial	agency	representative	to	take	responsibility	affirms	our	scepticism	in	government	
assertions	of	their	world-leading	marine	oil	spill	response,	prevention	and	recovery	system,”	
says	Marilyn	Slett,	Chief	Councilor.		

As	of	June	8th,	an	environmental	assessment	of	the	spill	area	has	been	conducted,	including	
sampling	underneath	and	all	around	the	dock,	and	the	nearby	beach	and	bedrock	HIRMD	is	
awaiting	final	reports	of	the	impacts.	Preliminary	findings	tell	us	there	is	little	evidence	of	the	
spill	remaining	and	the	aquatic	environment	is	healthy.		


