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About CRED

Conversations for Responsible Economic Development (CRED) is a not-for-profit business research and advocacy 
organization based in Vancouver, B.C. We are an association of academics, professionals and BC business leaders 
interested in a fact-based conversation around energy development and opportunities for long-term prosperity on 
BC’s West Coast.

CRED is fiercely pro-business and pro-economic development. Our focus is on sharing facts and original research 
– backed up by reliable data – on BC economic issues, speaking to the need to protect our regional economy from 
threats, and promoting and advocating for economic sectors that leverage BC’s creativity, innovation and natural 
beauty.

Through research, communication, advocacy and events, we continue to spur conversation about our long-term eco-
nomic vision for the region – a dialogue that includes a wide range of industries. Where do we see the best oppor-
tunities for long-term employment and business development? How can we protect our brand assets – our beautiful 
coastline and snow-capped mountains, high standard of living and vibrant cultural traditions? What trade-offs are we 
willing to accept to create new jobs and grow our wealth? What risks are we unwilling to take?

Businesses and organizations are invited to join the conversation at www.CredBC.ca/add-your-name

Our Advisers

Our Team
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Executive Summary

We value Canada’s west coast for its natural beauty, innovation, and quality of life, and this is why we live, work and 
own businesses here. This is also why many others flock to the region to relocate, visit, and conduct business. The 
vicinity of Burrard Inlet in particular, is home to more than a million people, and the ocean and beaches in this area 
are an integral component to keep the surrounding economy and community thriving.

On April 9, 2015 a bulk grain carrier leaked 2,700 litres of bunker oil into English Bay, the body of water that borders 
Vancouver’s urban center, resulting in closed beaches and fishing areas. While this amount of oil could be considered 
a small spill in comparison to other recent oil spills, such as the 31,500 barrel Nexen bitumen spill in Alberta in July 
of 2015, we thought it important to explore whether or not this had any direct effect on the economic activities that 
rely on the health of this particular body of water. English Bay, and more broadly Burrard Inlet, are linked to the 
livelihood of many of BC’s industries like commercial fishing, tourism, and local recreation. Ocean-related economic 
activity in BC was estimated at $11.6 billion dollars a decade ago1, and it is important to understand the potential risks 
and impacts that could impede these vital contributors to our province’s economic well being. 

We commissioned the University of British Columbia to conduct the research.  The methodology included 
representative interviews with 82 businesses and organizations actively involved in the following marine related 
activities:

• Commercial fishing 
• Recreational fishing 
• Seafood restaurants and retail 
• Ocean-dependent recreation 
• Inner harbour transportation 
• Shipping and cruising 

1 Economic Contribution of the Oceans Sector in British Columbia, April 2007. Online at http://www.env.gov.
bc.ca/omfd/reports/oceansector-economics.pdf

WAS THERE A DIRECT ECONOMIC IMPACT 
FROM THE BUNKER OIL SPILL?

Our key findings:
• Economic impact was minor: Total economic losses to local businesses and organizations totalled between 

$26,000 - $31,000 in lost revenue and $45,000 - $46,000 in lost profit.

• Time of year had a significant role in minimizing impact: the spill occured when many of the important ocean-
related activities were not in season.

• Recreational fishing was affected the most: industry representatives estimated $37,000 in lost profit.

• Affected businesses were not compensated for their losses
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      Commercial Fishing

In English Bay, fishing for spot prawn and shrimp, and trapping Dungeness and red rock crab are the most 
significant commercial fishing activities1. In addition to fishing, False Creek provides long-term moorage for fishing 
vessels and is home to Fisherman’s Wharf, a popular site where consumers are able to purchase fresh BC seafood 
straight from commercial fishing boats.

In early April, commercial prawn, shrimp and crab fisheries had not yet opened for the season2. Even still, as a 
precaution, the Canadian Department of Fisheries and Oceans delayed opening the shrimp and prawn fishing season 
in the spill affected area by two days, while tissue samples were examined to ensure that prawn consumption posed 
no health risks3. During the closure, fishers were forced to travel to areas outside the affected spill area to conduct 
their fishing.  While many were able to still fish, the extensive travel added costs, and in some cases less productive 
fishing areas were the only option available. Decreased profits are estimated to be $2,500. If the spill were larger, 
relocating may not have been a possibility, and given the short 1 -2 month shrimp and prawn fishing season, a larger 
spill could have affected the entire season. 

    NOTABLE IMPACT: Delayed opening the shrimp and prawn fishing season by 2 days

      
      Recreational Fishing

Recreational fishing is both a leisure activity and a source of food for a diverse group of residents and tourists. 
Several species are caught within Burrard Inlet, including salmon, dungeness crab, and sablefish. Research has shown 
that the oil spill had the biggest affect on this sector, particularly businesses that offer recreational fishing charter 
services, including organized day trips in this area. 

After the oil spill, a Fishery Notice was issued announcing the immediate closure of Fishing Areas for all shellfish and 
groundfish species, and the closure lasted one month4, leading to the cancellation of fishing trips and lost revenue. 
Industry representatives reported an estimated $37,400 in lost profit, and 140 to 240 hours of lost employment. Most 
companies reported that their customers expressed concern over the health risks of eating any fish caught in English 
Bay, and companies were also concerned that customer experience may have been compromised, impacting future 
business. It’s difficult to determine the validity of those concerns, as well as any future or current lost business, as 
calls not made cannot be accounted for.

   NOTABLE IMPACT: 1 month closure of fishing areas for all shellfish and groundfish. 
Estimated $37,400 in lost profit and 240 hours of lost employment.

1  Bjarnason et al., 2015
2  DFO, 2015e, 2015f
3  VCH, 2015
4 DFO, 2015d

WAS THERE A DIRECT ECONOMIC IMPACT 
FROM THE BUNKER OIL SPILL?

         Findings By Sector
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      Seafood Restaurants & Retail

Vancouver is known for its amazing collection of restaurants, and seafood eateries are a big part of this. As part of 
this study, we were interested in investigating whether consumer perception of locally caught seafood had been 
affected by the spill. Importantly, we wanted to know whether the spill may have resulted in a noticeable reduction in 
the sale of seafood by restaurants and retail vendors such as fishmongers.

Fortunately, representatives from all restaurants and seafood vendors reported that their sales of seafood had not 
noticeably been affected by the spill. Some representatives, however, reported that they did have customers asking 
questions about how the oil spill had affected locally caught seafood in the days and weeks following the accident.

  
NOTABLE IMPACT: None

      
      Ocean-Dependent Recreation

Open water swimming, SCUBA diving, kitesurfing, windsurfing, kayaking, stand-up paddle boarding, canoeing, 
sailing, motor boating, whale watching and dinner cruises are all examples of common activities of residents and 
tourists in English Bay. In fact, ocean-side beach activities are the second most popular outdoor activity (48%) in 
Vancouver, Coast & Mountain region, right behind hiking (53%)1. Generally the summer months are when the beach 
and water get really popular.

Similar to other sectors, the spill was also fortunately timed in avoiding catastrophe within the ocean-dependent 
recreation sector. As the spill occurred during early spring in Vancouver, some businesses had not yet opened for the 
summer and for most, this really wasn’t a busy time of the year for them. The majority of on-water and waterfront 
recreation in Vancouver occurs between the months of May and September, with only 13 percent of economic output 
value occurring prior to May 1 in an average year2. However, some businesses did suffer lost revenue through trip, 
rental or lesson cancellations and customers had expressed concern over the health risks potentially associated to 
activities that might put them in contact with polluted water.

NOTABLE IMPACT: None

1 Sorensen-Lawrence et al., 2013
2 Bjarnason et al., 2015

WAS THERE A DIRECT ECONOMIC IMPACT 
FROM THE BUNKER OIL SPILL?

         Findings By Sector
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      Inner Harbour Transportation

The inner harbour of Vancouver is busy with traffic from water-taxi services and float planes, the Seabus connects 
passengers between North Vancouver and downtown Vancouver, and False Creek is home to two commercial water 
taxi services. Commercial and sightseeing seaplane services operating from the Vancouver Harbour Flight Centre 
(CHX) in downtown Vancouver are provided to Vancouver Island, the Sunshine Coast and Whistler.

These travel services were able to continue with business as usual, as representatives of companies providing these 
travel services unanimously reported that they were not financially affected by the spill.

NOTABLE IMPACT: None

      Shipping and Cruises

In attempting to consider all marine-dependent activities that may have been affected by the spill, we were also 
interested in whether shipping or cruise ship services were disrupted by the spill, in even a very minor way. To 
determine this, we contacted Port Metro Vancouver, the non-shareholder, financially self-sufficient corporation 
responsible for the operation of port activities. Port Metro Vancouver is the busiest port in Canada and handled 19 
percent of Canada’s total trade in goods in 2013 while supporting trade with 160 economies worldwide1. Vancouver is 
home to two cruise ships ports operated by Port Metro Vancouver, operating out of downtown Vancouver2. 

Port Metro Vancouver confirmed that from an operational perspective, there was no impact to overall shipping traffic 
while clean-up efforts were underway. A Maritime Exclusion Zone was set up by the Canadian Coast Guard and there 
were some instances of ships having to slow down or divert around the zone so as not to interfere with fuel recovery 
operations. This resulted in minor scheduling delays of less than an hour per occurrence, which were inconsequential 
to any ship’s general schedule. No additional costs were incurred outside normal operating costs as the minor delays 
experienced were accounted for in the ship’s general operating costs.

NOTABLE IMPACT: Minor scheduling delays

1 PMV, 2013
2 Bjarnason et al., 2015

WAS THERE A DIRECT ECONOMIC IMPACT 
FROM THE BUNKER OIL SPILL?

         Findings By Sector
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Conclusion

The Marathassa bunker fuel oil spill of April 2015 in English Bay was a fairly minor spill resulting in relatively minor 
financial losses to local marine-dependent businesses and organizations. However, it is important to note that 
despite the small size of this spill, businesses were affected and were not compensated for these losses. These same 
businesses and organizations are those that would stand to lose the most and would be hit fastest, hardest, and would 
struggle most to recover their losses if a larger oil spill were to occur. 

BC is home to the greatest number of small businesses per province in Canada. In the instance of another spill of 
any size at a peak operation time of the year, smaller operators in these industries would likely face a significant and 
enduring challenge to their survival. 

CRED recommends that the vulnerability of the sectors investigated in this study be recognized should the province 
proceed with plans to develop and expand current oil or general cargo shipping activities in and out of Burrard Inlet.

LOOKING TO THE FUTURE
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Research conducted by: Dr. Dana D. Miller and Dr. U. Rashid Sumaila, UBC Fisheries Economics Research Unit
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