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Transporting Alberta's oilsands bitumen by rail to Prince Rupert's deepwater port would be 

far less costly and less environmentally disruptive than Enbridge's proposed Northern 

Gateway pipeline from Bruderheim to Kitimat, B.C. 

I worked for CN Rail for 42 years. Many of us railroaders in northern British Columbia can't 

help but wonder why a pipeline needs to be built through our back door wilderness when, at 

our front door, there already is a first-class railway that can transport the bitumen to port in 

less than half the time and at less cost than a pipeline, and with more good-paying jobs. 

Moreover, the railway has five times the capacity of the pipeline and is underused. 

Prince Rupert has a super port - one of the deepest water ports in the world. It is used by the 

railway to load large volumes of coal and grain onto ocean tankers. The super port has been 

there for more than 25 years. 

Yet Enbridge plans to build a new marine port in the sensitive Douglas Channel at Kitimat, 

85 kilometres from open water. 

Using current infrastructure, CN Rail could move 2.6 million barrels of bitumen per day from 

Alberta to Prince Rupert, while the proposed Enbridge pipeline could move only a half million 

barrels a day. 

Alberta's oil production is expected to double within 10 years. As volume in-creases, 

Enbridge would have to expand the Northern Gateway pipeline. Rail transport is easily 

expanded by adding more rail cars to meet demand. When rail volume eventually reaches 

the maximum that a single track can handle, the line can be double-tracked without 

disturbing any virgin wilderness. 

The pipeline would cost $5.5 billion to construct. In contrast, modifications needed to 

transport bitumen by rail to Prince Rupert would cost only about $100 million. 

Pipelines are less efficient in transporting crude oil than rail cars because they can only carry 

70 per cent of their capacity in bitumen. The remaining 30 per cent is taken up by diluent that 

allows the oil to flow under pressure. When the bitumen reaches its destination at the coast, 

the diluent is separated and sent back to Alberta in a parallel pipeline for reuse. 

Rail transport does not require diluent, so cars can run at 100-per-cent capacity. 



CN Rail has upgraded its line between Jasper and Prince Rupert to a first-class rail standard. 

The line uses the latest technology, including automatic signals and computerized systems 

for traffic control. Sensors can detect overheated wheels and bearings and send an alarm 

immediately to computers in the dispatcher's office. 

Train derailments have occurred mainly on secondclass branch lines that aren't always 

maintained to the same standard as are the main lines. 

Pipelines can be difficult to repair if a leak occurs in rugged wilderness areas. 

Pipeline proponents talk about the jobs the Northern Gateway pipeline will create. But the 

railway would probably provide more jobs in northern B.C. than the pipeline would. 

When Tumbler Ridge was developed in the 1980s, we heard complaints about B.C. 

residents not getting the jobs because the Alberta contractors who built the town brought in 

their own workers. We would not want to see this happen again. 

Transporting bitumen by rail makes far more economic and environmental sense than 

building a pipeline over rugged terrain and vulnerable wilderness, and it would also provide 

far more permanent employment and benefits to northern B.C. as a whole. 

Alf Nunweiler, former B.C. northern affairs minister (1972-75), Prince George, B.C. 
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