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What’s happening with 
large vessel traffic in 
Howe Sound?
Howe Sound is a valued marine transportation corridor, which supports lo-

cal, regional and global economies. Currently, most of the goods and raw 

materials moved through Howe Sound are associated with the forest indus-

try. In terms of vessel traffic in and out of Howe Sound, the movement of 

goods by large vessels is dwarfed by the movement of people (and their ve-

hicles) on BC Ferries.

In 2015, almost 13,000 large vessels (i.e., vessels over 20 metres in length,2 

including ferries, coastal tugs, cargo vessels, and a few coast guard vessels 

and fishing boats) entered Howe Sound (Figure 1).3 Ferries alone account 

for 72 percent of this traffic, while tugs make up 24 percent. The volume of 

traffic increased slightly (by seven percent overall) between 2011 and 2015 

with most of the increase represented by tug traffic (Figure 1). Averaged 

over a year, the large vessel traffic volume translates to 35 vessels per day 

entering Howe Sound.
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In the next few years, two coastal development pro-

jects, in different stages of planning and permitting, 

would add to the large vessel traffic in and out of Howe 

Sound, if they proceed. The Woodfibre LNG project 

would bring LNG carriers in out of Howe Sound and 

the Burnco Aggregate project would transport gravel 

by barge out of the Sound. In addition, the volume of 

timber arriving by log boom to the Mamquam Blind 

Channel for processing is projected to increase4 and 

several other projects in the conceptual stage may add 

to marine traffic as well. 

High numbers of recreational boats and vessels small-

er than 20 metres in length travel in Howe Sound and 

are supported by over a dozen marinas, public docks 

and yacht clubs, but this article focuses on large ves-

sels and the ports and terminals that accommodate 

them. 

Figure 1. Large vessel traffic arriving to Howe Sound in 2011 compared to 2015, with percent change shown.
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Why is the maritime industry and 
large vessel traffic important to Howe 
Sound?
The maritime industry refers to the business of trad-

ing by sea. Over 90 percent of the world’s trade is 

carried by sea, which is the most cost-effective way 

to move goods and raw materials around the world, 

according to the International Maritime Organization. 

Merchant vessel traffic accounts for only about 25 

percent of the large vessel traffic in Howe Sound,5 be-

cause the volume of BC ferry traffic coming and going 

from Horseshoe Bay overwhelms all else. However, 

the maritime industry and marine transport is invalu-

able to the pulp and paper operation in Howe Sound 

and to the forestry industry extending well beyond 

Howe Sound and B.C. The annual value of logs shipped 

out of Squamish through the Mamquam Blind Chan-

nel Port is about $60 million, while the value of logs 

arriving from elsewhere on the coast to be handled in 

Squamish is $40 million.6 

The BC Ferries traffic, which makes up 72 percent of 

the large vessel traffic, is part of the Province’s high-

way system and provides crucial transportation links 

between Horseshoe Bay, Bowen Island and the Sun-

shine Coast, with a terminal at each location (Figure 

2). The remaining large vessel traffic includes Coast 

Guard and Department of Defense vessels, fishing ves-

sels, the occasional cruise ship on a scenic loop around 

Bowen Island, tour boats and a few large yachts.5

Figure 2. Terminals, ports and density of vessels over 20 metres 

in length, including government vessels, research vessels, 

passenger and cruise, fishing vessel traffic, tug and service 

vessel, shipping and transport vessels, in 2010. Facilities at 

Mamquam Blind Channel (Squamish) and Watts Point are 

missing from the map. 
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BC Ferry leaving Horseshoe Bay. (Photo: Jenn Burt)

What is the current state? 
Vessels over 20 metres in length are tracked by Marine 

Communications and Traffic Services (MCTS). None 

of the vessel trips that take place within Howe Sound 

without leaving Howe Sound (e.g., ferries between 

Horseshoe Bay and Snug Cove) would be included in 

the tally of vessels arriving to the Sound. Large ves-

sels moving within Howe Sound are required to have 

an Automatic Identification System (AIS) transceiver 

that supplements marine radar and allows large ves-

sels to track each other. The tracking systems allow 

overall vessel traffic densities to be calculated. Dens-

ities, mapped by the BCMCA using MCTS data from 

2010, are highest in Queen Charlotte Channel between 

Horseshoe Bay and Bowen Island as a result of all the 

ferry traffic in and out of Horseshoe Bay (Figure 2). 

The large vessel traffic density in this zone is up to 

13 times greater than densities in most of northern 

Howe Sound.

Ports and landing facilities are an important com-

ponent of maritime and large vessel operations. Land 

facilities in Howe Sound include ferry terminals at 

Horseshoe Bay, Snug Cove on Bowen Island and at 

Langdale on the Sunshine Coast, ports at Squamish 

Terminals, Port Mellon Pulp and Paper Mill and 

Mamquam Blind Channel, and log handling facilities 
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at Watts Point, which is located across the fjord from 

Woodfibre (Table 1). The facilities at the Port Mellon 

Pulp and Paper Mill, Squamish’s Mamquam Blind 

Channel (MBC), and Watts Point move largely wood 

products, while the deep-water break-bulk facility at 

Squamish Terminals handles pulp, lumber, steel and 

other cargo. Goods shipped to and from Squamish 

through the MBC port also include hydro equipment, 

construction materials and logging equipment. Vessel 

calls to each facility are tracked individually by facility 

and anticipated change is hard to estimate with any 

certainty. The forestry industry makes extensive use 

of the Mamquam Channel for log handling and in-

bound timber volume is projected to increase in the 

future.

Two proposed industrial developments would require 

new facilities and would result in additional large ves-

sel traffic. The Woodfibre LNG project proposes six to 

eight large vessel transits per month through Howe 

Sound along with associated support tugs (approxim-

ately 40 LNG carriers per year, two transits per car-

rier10) while the Burnco Aggregate project could con-

tribute up to 34 transits per month (320 movements 

per year) of tugs and barges,11 based on projected 

volumes of gravel to be removed. It is uncertain if the 

vessel routes used by these two projects would neces-

sarily overlap, but if both used Queen Charlotte Chan-

nel between Horseshoe Bay and Bowen Island, large 

vessel transits in this area could increase by nearly 50 

percent.12 

In addition to the LNG tankers that operations at 

Woodfibre LNG would require, water taxis would be 

used to ferry workers to the site from Darrell Bay and 

Squamish. This would likely involve two ferries per 

day. Currently water taxi services throughout Howe 

Sound are provided by Mercury Transport, out of 

Horseshoe Bay, Cormorant Marine, whose home port 

is Snug Cove on Bowen Island, and Sunshine Coast 

Water Taxi, based in Gibsons. Services provided by 

these three operators vary but overall they include 

passenger and freight service, crew boats, charters 

and tours, emergency response, barging and towing. 

Vessels used for these services are smaller than 20 

metres in length and water taxis hold up to 42 passen-

gers, but Cormorant Marine can carry 90 passengers. 

Finally, several projects in the conceptual design 

stage, prior to submission of a formal proposal, may 

also increase large vessel traffic in Howe Sound. These 

include the possibility of solid waste export by barge 

from the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, export 

of chips by barge from MBC, export of aggregate by 

barge from Watts Point, and a ferry from the Squam-

ish Oceanfront Development.13 These activities may or 

may not come to fruition.

Large bulk carrier at Squamish Terminals. (Photo: Bob Turner)
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Watts Point (Photo: Bob Turner)

TABLE 1. LAND FACILITIES AROUND HOWE SOUND, NUMBER OF LARGE VESSELS CALLING TO EACH IN 2015, AND 
ANTICIPATED CHANGE. 

LAND FACILITIES LARGE VESSEL CALLS (2015) ANTICIPATED CHANGE

Squamish Terminals 78 Unknown; currently at 60% capacity

Port Mellon Pulp and Paper Mill 50 Unknown

Watts Point Unknown Unknown

Mamquam Blind Channel Unknown Increase in inbound timber is expected

Horseshoe Bay Ferry Terminal 11,003 Unknown

Langdale Ferry Terminal 2,945 Unknown

Snug Cove Ferry Terminal 5,335 Unknown

Proposed Woodfibre LNG 0 +40

Proposed BURNCO 0 +320

Sources: Squamish Terminals7, BC Ferry Services Inc 20168, participants at the Howe Sound Socio-Economic Knowledge Workshop, June 17, 20169
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Blind channel log sort in Squamish. (Photo: Bob Turner)

What are the benefits and risks 
associated with increasing vessel 
traffic? 
The benefits of using the water, rather than roads, 

to transport goods are significant. One barge is equal 

to 60-80 tractor trailer loads with benefits ranging 

from safety of transport, reduced impact on air qual-

ity, to reduced fuel consumption and greenhouse gas 

emissions. Further, trail line towing of logs (i.e., a tug 

towing a line of boomed logs) can replace up to 200 

logging trucks.

With population increases, ferry service increases 

would be necessary to maintain current standards, but 

no increases are currently envisioned.14 In the same 

manner, increased economic activity in the Sound, 

or in the forestry industry that uses Howe Sound for 

transport, might require increased marine transport 

of goods. 

Vessel traffic can negatively affect marine life in a 

variety of ways. Large vessels may cause a harmful or 

fatal strike to whales and other marine mammals15,16,17 

that are known to frequent the Howe Sound area (see 

cetaceans article). As large vessel transits increase 
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and whales frequenting the area increase, the risk of 

harmful or fatal strikes increases.

Pollution from vessels can be detrimental to marine 

life and comes in several forms including underwater 

noise pollution,18 air pollution, and water pollution. 

Many of the threats to the marine environment that 

can be caused by vessels of all sizes are actually illegal 

in Howe Sound. These include discharges of bilge wa-

ter, grey water, and sewage release, which can lead to 

contamination, health hazards to humans and mar-

ine life, and introduced species.19 More vessel traffic 

means a higher risk of oil spills, which can have severe 

impacts on marine environments.20 Finally, while ves-

sels do impact nearshore habitats through waves and 

erosion, propeller contact, increased turbidity, and 

physical disturbance of marine plants and animals,21 

this mostly applies to smaller vessels. If a large vessel 

is traveling faster than it should by regulation, waves 

and erosion may be an issue.

Many of the impacts can be avoided or mitigated, 

but an increase in large vessel traffic does pose some 

additional risk to the health of the marine environ-

ment. To accommodate large vessels at new terminals 

or ports, the infrastructure often requires dredging 

which causes significant disturbance of habitat in the 

area of dredging and at the dump site. In addition, 

conflict over marine space may become intensified 

as increasing numbers of small recreational vessels 

and large commercial vessels occupy the same marine 

areas. Finally, some feel that large vessel traffic, pre-

sumably industrial, takes away from the picturesque 

quality of the Sound that is increasingly attractive to 

the film industry.

It should be noted that impacts from increasing ves-

sel traffic are not understood well enough currently to 

set healthy thresholds or even to predict how impacts 

from several sources combined might differ. Cumu-

lative effects assessment is a growing field of study.

Coast Guard vessel. (Photo: Ruth Simons)
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Ancient and modern Squamish Nation 
travel by canoe

Photo: Gary Fiegehen. Reproduced with permission from “Where Rivers, Mountains, and People 
Meet,” Squamish Lil’wat Cultural Centre

Canoeing through Atl’ḵítsem Tewnéẁets’ (Howe Sound). During mod-

ern-day ocean-canoe journeys, Squamish canoe paddlers take their songs — 

representing the natural rhythms of the land in harmony with all of creation 

— to other First Nations to share in the richness of West Coast traditions. 
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What is being done?
The maritime industry is well regulated through 

international law and by multiple federal laws.22 Sev-

eral recent initiatives will serve to improve monitoring 

and reduce risks and impacts of shipping. The Can-

adian Coast Guard is modernizing its infrastructure to 

increase effectiveness and reliability. The ECHO pro-

gram (Enhancing Cetacean Habitat and Observation), 

a Port Metro Vancouver led initiative, is aimed at bet-

ter understanding and managing the impact of ship-

ping activities, including underwater noise, on at-risk 

whales throughout the southern coast of British Col-

umbia. The long-term goal of the program is to de-

velop mitigation measures that will reduce potential 

threats to whales that result from shipping activities. 

Not a recent initiative but crucial to safe shipping, the 

Pacific Pilotage Authority is mandated to provide safe, 

reliable and efficient marine pilotage and related ser-

vices in the coastal waters of British Columbia. Howe 

Sound is within the mandatory pilotage area of the 

B.C. coast meaning that ships over 350 gross tons are 

required to have a local pilot on board before they even 

enter Howe Sound.23

Other organizations involved in the shipping industry 

in Canada's Pacific include the B.C. Chamber of Ship-

ping, which represents and advocates for the marine 

industry on Canada’s west coast, and Clear Seas, an 

independent, not-for-profit organization that pro-

vides impartial and evidence-based research about 

marine shipping in Canada, including risks, mitiga-

tion measures and best practices. Clear Seas’ vision for 

safe and sustainable shipping encompasses environ-

mental, social and economic impacts of the shipping 

industry.24 

Within Howe Sound, the District of Squamish is in the 

process of developing a Marine Action Strategy.25 The 

process is designed to mobilize shared leadership and 

the Strategy is intended to guide decision making on 

local waterfront/marine issue and opportunities. 

In the long ago, Squamish people were known to travel by canoe 
to Alaska, Hawaii, California, and South America. Today canoe 
racing is a popular sport. (Photo: Gary Fiegehen)
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What can you do?

Individual and Organization Actions:
• Reduce your consumption of goods to reduce your footprint and the need for shipping.

• Educate yourself on the pattern, trend and function of large vessel traffic in Howe Sound, and any potential 
threats. 

• If on a large vessel or transiting near large vessels, ensure you are familiar with best practices for transiting 
by wildlife, response to pollution, and emergency response. 

• If you operate a large vessel terminal, keep the area clean and free from oil and other pollutants that can 
contaminate the nearby marine environment.

Government Actions and Policy:
• Provide large vessel operators/pilots with on-board cetacean resources that include the distribution of spe-

cies in the area, and how to safely transit when cetaceans are observed (e.g., The Mariner’s Guide to Whales, 
Dolphins and Porpoises of B.C.)

• Continue to support and grow the Marine Mammal Response Network to offer guidance on what to do in the 
event that a cetacean is struck by a vessel, or observed in distress. 

• Create an alert system to notify large vessel operators via AIS when cetaceans are observed in the area 
(e.g., using real-time verified reports from the B.C. Cetacean Sightings Network, or a similar data source).

• Empower local communities by ensuring they are educated on the proper action in the event of an oil spill. 
Provide the required resources for these communities to safely respond and assist in the event of a spill. 

• Ensure proposed developments have a thorough public consultation period, and ensure Citizen Science data 
and citizen scientists are consulted extensively for all development decisions. 

• Increase monitoring of marine pollution produced from large vessels, and enforce penalties for 
preventable pollution.

• Monitor and enforce safe condition of vessels transiting the coast in addition to vessels coming from 
elsewhere.

• Create and enforce a mandatory safe-distance for vessels from marine mammals. 

• Explore the possibility of implementing a Traffic Separation Scheme in Howe Sound. 

• Incentivize slower transits within Howe Sound and the Vancouver area to aid environmental protection (by 
decreasing emissions, whale ship strike risk, and noise pollution). 

• Explore the need for a policy related to shipping activities in the vicinity of sensitive marine habitats (e.g., 
productive estuaries).
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