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Proposed Dredging of Shipping Channel for Pacific Coast Terminals  

and Disposal in Port Moody Arm 

 

To Whom It May Concern: 

The following comments are submitted on behalf of the Burke Mountain Naturalists (BMN). 

We are a group of approximately 300 people who reside mainly in Port Moody, Coquitlam 

and surrounding areas. Our members include a number of people who undertake scientific 

research at Simon Fraser University. We take a keen interest in nature and support 

sustainable practices which do not harm the environment. In this regard, we have been 

pleased to see the recent commercials on TV which state Port Metro Vancouver is 

committed to a clean working environment. In 1994 with support from BIEAP/FREMP, we 

published a 121 page report on the flora and fauna of the Shoreline Park in Port Moody 

which surrounds the eastern end of Port Moody Arm. This report is available on our website 

(www.bmn.bc.ca). We continue to participate in bird surveys in this protected area and take 

an interest in proposed activities for Port Moody Arm. 

Summary: 

1. In brief, while we understand the need for PCT to dredge a channel to accommodate fully 

loaded ships, we are opposed to the disposal of dredged material in the eastern end of Port 

Moody Arm. 

2.  Our preferred option would disposal of dredged material on land within a containment 

system that would prevent any leaching of toxic chemicals.  If that is not an option, we 
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strongly recommend any dredged material be disposed of at sea at the designated deep 

disposal site off Point Grey rather than within shallow areas of Port Moody Arm. 

3.  We do not support the eventual construction of an island(s) in Port Moody Arm. 

4.  We are concerned about language in PCT reports which suggests PCT has had an 

ongoing dialogue with the Burke Mountain Naturalists. 

5.  We recommend any statements that Burrard Inlet is a fiord be removed from PCT reports.  

  

Concerns about Contaminants in Dredged Material  

The few samples that were taken for analysis indicate the proposed dredged material 

contains a number of contaminants including heavy metals such as mercury, lead and 

cadmium as well as PAHs (polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons).   For example, of the 20 

samples initially taken, cadmium exceeded the limits in all cases.  A number of other 

samples also exceeded the allowable limits.  No data have been provided which would allow 

a calculation to determine how many kg of contaminants are contained in the estimated 

550,000 cubic meters of dredged material proposed to be placed in Port Moody Arm.  It is 

important to provide this figure even if it based on simply on the average values of the few 

samples assessed.  We expect that, if the people of Port Moody were asked if they were 

willing to have the calculated amount of kilograms of toxic contaminants discharged into 

Port Moody Arm, there would be resounding opposition. 

Although these contaminants may have been inadvertently released into Burrard Inlet 

through past industrial practices and settled on the sediment in the seabed, this toxic 

material has slowly become covered by new sediment with consequent reduced availability 

for uptake by benthic organisms and thus, reduced impacts on the food chain over the 

passage of time.  Much of it likely now lies well beneath the biologically-active surface layers 

where it is far less likely to enter the food chain.  However, dredging will profoundly disturb 

superficial areas of this sediment and result in the re-mixing and settling out of these toxic 

sediments on upper layers of the seabed which will result in these chemicals again entering 

the food chain.  Simply dredging alone will cause sufficient disturbance that some of these 

contaminants will re-enter the food chain in Port Moody Arm.  However, we are worried that 

disposing of all this dredged material within shallow areas of Port Moody Arm would hugely 

increase the toxic burden in this area. 

Many of these contaminants are of considerable concern as they have the ability to 

bioaccumulate which means that their concentration is increased as the toxic material 

moves up the food chain.  Thus, while amphipods may not be harmed, seals or fish could 

acquire harmful levels.  It is worthy of note that the area chosen for disposal in Port Moody 

Arm is not far from Old Orchard Beach where children swim and play in the summer and 

Rocky Point Park which is a very popular boat and paddle board area.  It is difficult to 

understand how these shallow areas of Port Moody Arm could be considered a suitable site 

for disposal of 550,000 cubic meters of sediments which contain toxic contaminants.  We 
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also note that not all the dredged material will end up in the intended disposal site.  Through 

the dredging process, some of it will be lost and inadvertently will become more widely-

dispersed and settle outside the intended area.   While it is estimated this will be the fate of 

approximately 10% of the material we note that when the last dredging of 280,000 cubic 

meters was done in 1995, the portion of the material which “escaped” and settled 

elsewhere was estimated to be 17%.    

We are also concerned that the acute biological toxicity tests chosen (e.g., fertilization of sea 

urchin eggs) are not appropriate tests for chemicals which act over slowly over time as 

teratogens (which cause abnormal development of embryos) and carcinogens and can have 

lasting deleterious impacts on gene expression.  More appropriate tests should be 

conducted to assure local residents the contaminants in these sediments pose no risks.   

For example, what studies have been done (as part of this proposal) to assess current levels 

of contamination in fish such as sole which tend to remain in the same site on the sea 

bottom and thus serve as excellent sentinel species of chemical contamination?   When 

such studies were performed several decades ago, the results were that sole in Port Moody 

Arm had alarming levels (up to 75% of fish sampled) of precancerous liver lesions and well 

as some skin lesions.  Anecdotal evidence suggests that fewer sole are now found with skin 

lesions.  More recent research published in Marine Environmental Research 57, 2003, 55-

74, indicated only 23% of Port Moody sole were found to have liver lesions at that time.  This 

suggests fewer sole are now afflicted with lesions which indicates not only a possible 

improvement in industrial practices but also that the toxic chemicals have become buried 

more deeply in sediments over time and are now having less of an impact on the food 

chain.  All efforts should be directed to ensure these sediments are not again disturbed and 

spread into significant habitat areas for wildlife or areas used by people. 

We have also become aware of a report which documents an apparent “hot spot” of mercury 

contamination in Port Moody Arm (Johannessen et al., Environ Sci. Technol. 2005, 39, 

4361-4368).  Based on only a single sample taken in Port Moody Arm, these investigators 

found mercury contamination well over 800 ng/g at depths between approximately 18-30 

cm.  Based on the depth of the contamination, it was estimated there had been a 

catastrophic release of mercury in 1970.  Please note, these levels exceed DAS (disposal at 

sea) limits.  In this study, no further work was done to sample other areas adjacent to the 

“hotspot” to document the extent of this severe contamination but, we note, a few samples 

assessed by PCT also indicated higher mercury levels in adjacent areas.  We are alarmed at 

the possibility that high and toxic concentrations of mercury could be spread around Port 

Moody Arm in an effort to ostensibly “restore historic fish habitat”.  Is there evidence to 

suggest that historic fish habitat was so contaminated?  What would be the benefit of 

“restoring” such contaminated fish habitat?  Why was this study (Johannessen et al.) not 

referred to and discussed as part of the PCT report? 

We are also concerned that insufficient studies have been done to document impacts on 

wildlife and their habitat during the winter months when the dredging is proposed to take 

place and the dredge material is proposed to be spread.  Port Moody Arm, like the rest of 

Burrard Inlet is an IBA (Important Bird Area), which every winter hosts significant populations 

of waterfowl and shorebirds which rely on the open waters of the west coast.  Some of these 
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birds have been found to migrate from as far away as Manitoba in search of open water 

during the winter months.  Many of these birds are diving birds – how are they expected to 

find uncontaminated food in an area where 550,000 cubic meters of contaminated 

sediments will be dumped throughout the winter?  We are especially concerned the log 

booms are located within the area proposed for disposal of dredged material.  Please note, 

these log booms provide vital resting areas for shorebirds and harbour seals.  The area 

around and below them should not be disturbed by the spreading of dredged soils nor 

further contaminated by dredged sediments. 

What consultation has been carried on with marine mammal researchers at UBC who 

currently are conducting research on sea lions at Reed Point Marina?  Will the dredging have 

acute impacts on these sea lions – impacts such as high levels of noise and turbidity during 

the several months of dredging?  Have these marine mammal researchers been informed of 

PCT’s plans, and, if so, what are their responses? 

The main advantage of disposing of contaminated sediments in Port Moody Arm appears to 

be the considerably reduced financial costs compared to disposal beyond Point Grey.  

However, the comparison of the financial costs is not properly assessed.  Rather, these 

costs appear to have been only ball-parked and estimated to be in the range of $800,000 to 

$12 million. This is simply not a credible cost assessment.  In our view, the potential 

significant impacts on wildlife, people and wildlife habitat do not justify the possible cost 

savings of local disposal within Port Moody Arm.    

It is also important to note that the dredging of the channel will mostly take place in areas 

which are not especially close to residential areas – quite unlike the proposed disposal into 

the shallow areas of Port Moody Arm which is surrounded by higher-density residential 

development on the immediate shorelines and in a highly-used recreational area.  Disposal 

within Port Moody Arm will cause much more noise and aggravate far more people than 

disposal beyond Point Grey.  Residents in Port Moody have already been hugely disturbed by 

extended pile-driving at PCT for construction of a potash shed.  PCT is likely to continue to 

alienate local residents if related disturbances continue – most especially if they result in 

the addition of more toxic chemical contaminants to the eastern portion of Port Moody Arm. 

 

No Support for Construction of an Island in Port Moody Arm as Habitat 

Banking 

We also do not support the eventual construction of an island(s) as part of a habitat banking 

project.  However, this is not part of the current proposal so we will not comment further on 

this rather unnatural proposed addition to Port Moody Arm and the loss of over 18 ha of 

seabed. Please note, this is a 2nd proposed island (complex) unrelated to the proposed 

“Reed Island” which will be left after construction of an extended rail line into the intertidal 

area between PCT and Reed Point Marina. 
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Incorrect Reference made to Burke Mountain Natural ists as being in Dialogue 

with PCT 

We do not feel that we have been engaged in meaningful a dialogue with PCT regarding this 

proposed project.  This spring, I was invited by Kevin Ramsay, City of Port Moody, to attend a 

meeting at City Hall to discuss “Burrard Inlet”. Upon my request, Ruth Foster and Rod 

MacVicar were also invited.  I was surprised to see officials from PCT and one of their 

consultants present at this meeting; it was the first time I learned of the proposal to create 

an island even though, as we have now learned, this proposal has been described in PCT 

reports since at least 2012. At that meeting, we were not asked if we felt the proposal to 

dispose of contaminated dredged materials in Port Moody Arm was the most appropriate 

solution nor we were made aware of any background reports nor was it suggested that we 

submit written comments nor was a deadline indicated for comments from the public. 

 

Burrard Inlet is not a Fiord  

In several PCT reports, Burrard Inlet is mistakenly referred to as a fiord which it most 

certainly is not – unlike Indian Arm. I have brought this to the attention of staff at PCT in the 

past and mention it again in hopes that someone will take note. Needless to say, if Burrard 

Inlet was a fiord there would be no need to dredge a shipping channel. 

  

Thank you for the opportunity to comment. 

  

Sincerely 

Elaine Golds, Ph.D. 

Education-Conservation Chair 

Burke Mountain Naturalists 

 


