Roberts Bank Terminal 2 Project
Ship traffic information sheet

Led by the Vancouver Fraser Port Authority, Roberts Bank Terminal 2 is a
proposed container terminal in Delta, B.C. that is needed to ensure Canada
is able to meet growing trade demands beyond 2040. The project has been
undergoing a federal environmental assessment since 2013. In August 2019,
the public record was closed following a six-week public hearing. In August
2020, the minister of environment and climate change requested the port
authority provide additional information on the project. After more than a year of additional technical work,
consultation with 46 Indigenous groups, and engagement with federal agencies, we recently submitted our
response, and are hopeful that a decision can be made soon. The project requires federal approval and other
permits before it can proceed.

Ship traffic and the Roberts Bank Terminal 2 Project
In 2015, the Vancouver Fraser Port Authority
submitted to the Canadian Environmental Assessment
Agency the Roberts Bank Terminal 2 Project
environmental impact statement. In that statement,
the potential effects of the project, which had been
assessed in accordance with requirements set by
the agency, are described. The port authority also
submitted the marine shipping addendum in 2015.
In the addendum, the potential effects of incidental
shipping outside of the port authority’s jurisdiction
are described.
In conducting the 2015 assessment, we estimated the
number of container ships expected as a result of the
Roberts Bank Terminal 2 Project. Since then, there
have been developments in the container shipping
industry, such as an accelerated trend toward larger
ship sizes, the consolidation of container shipping
carriers, and the formation of new carrier alliances,
among others, all of which motivated us to seek
validation of our earlier estimates.

In August 2020, the minister of environment and
climate change requested additional information on
the project. In that request, the minister asked the
port authority to confirm the projections for container
ship traffic associated with the project, including the
number of ship calls and capacity of the container
ships calling the project beyond 2035.

Carrier alliances
Three carrier alliances, made up of individual shipping
companies, have formed in recent years to efficiently
use their ships by operating regularly-scheduled
services around the world. This alliance structure is
similar to airline company alliances, which have been
common for years. Shipping alliances deploy a number
of regular services to Pacific Northwest ports from
Asia, Europe, and Australia/New Zealand.

International ocean carrier alliances
THE Alliance
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How container ship services operate
A container ship service is developed by carrier alliances to allow ships to call multiple ports on regular, usually
weekly, schedules. The alliances structure container ship routes and schedules for a specific service in ways that
make the most sense to them and their customers, based on strategic, commercial, and volume drivers. Ultimately,
their goal is to maximize the efficient use of their ship assets. In the example below, a container ship from Asia is
shown calling to the Port of Tacoma, then to Centerm—one of four container terminals at the Port of Vancouver—
before returning to Asia.
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Results of the 2021 container ship call study
In 2021, in response to the minister’s information request, the port authority commissioned Mercator International
to update their 2018 study to review recent developments in the marine shipping industry and to extend the
forecast period to the year 2045 for updated projections of container ship numbers and sizes (capacity) calling to
the Port of Vancouver.
Using forecasts for overall container volumes,
Mercator provided the following key findings and
conclusions about ship numbers:
•

Alliances work together to each offer regular,
generally weekly, service to Pacific Northwest
ports, including the ports of Vancouver, Seattle/
Tacoma and Prince Rupert. The number of regular
services to Pacific Northwest ports is unlikely to
change if Roberts Bank Terminal 2 is built.

•

The total number of container ships that serve the
Port of Vancouver container terminals is predicted
to be the same with or without Roberts Bank
Terminal 2. What will change is the size of the
ships, which will be slightly larger on average if the
project proceeds. The amount of cargo loaded and
unloaded in Vancouver will also increase.

•

If approved, and once Roberts Bank Terminal
2 is operational, ship distribution within Port of
Vancouver is projected to change. There will be
fewer ships calling at Vancouver’s inner harbour,
and more ships calling at Roberts Bank. The
number of container vessels projected to call to
Roberts Bank Terminal 2 is expected to vary from
three to four per week over the forecast period of
2035 to 2045.

If Roberts Bank Terminal 2 is not built, the lack of
sufficient capacity at existing container terminals
and eventual rerouting of cargo to U.S. ports would
increase costs to consumers, delay the movement of
cargo, affect access to foreign markets that is critical
to small and medium-sized Canadian businesses,
and adversely affect the broader economic interests
of Canada served by ports, without an associated
reduction in environmental impact.
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These figures show the weekly number of container ships and their relative size that will call at the
Port of Vancouver in the future.

Projected
weekly
ship
services
toofPort
of Vancouver
Projected weekly
ship
services
to Port
Vancouver
(2045) (2045)

WITHOUT RBT2

WITH RBT2

Burrard Inlet: 11
Deltaport: 6
Projected weekly services: 17

Burrard Inlet: 10
Deltaport: 3
Roberts Bank Terminal 2: 4
Projected weekly services: 17
With RBT2, one less LPPX and one more MMX will call at the Port of Vancouver.

Container vessel classes and capacity in TEUs
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LPPX

Small Post Panamax
Large Post Panamax

<9,000
9,000–12,999

NPX
ULCS
MMX

Neo Panamax
13,000–14,999
Ultra Large Container Ship 15,000–17,999
Mega Max
18,000–24,000
Source: Mercator International 2021

Alternative scenarios
In consideration of the uncertainty inherent with longterm forecasting, Mercator provided an analysis of
alternative vessel call forecast scenarios to estimate
the potential range in the number of container vessels
calling at the Port of Vancouver in the future. Six
alternative scenarios were analyzed including:
1.
2.
3.

4.

5.
6.

Alliance restructuring from the current three ocean
carrier alliances to four alliances
Introduction by two alliances of smaller ‘premium’
services
Vessels with maximum capacities of 18,000 TEUs
(smaller than Mega Max class) deployed to the
Pacific Northwest (PNW) region
Vessels with maximum capacities of 14,500 TEUs
(smaller than the Ultra Large Container Ship class)
deployed to the PNW region
Increased average size of container vessels
deployed to the PNW region
Change in the cargo demand growth rate in the
PNW region

Mercator provided that in comparison to the mostrealistic scenario of 17 weekly container vessel calls
on average to the Port of Vancouver in 2045 (with
or without RBT2), container vessels could range
from 16 to 20 calls per week on average depending
on the alternative scenario. Prior to 2045, vessel
calls to the Port of Vancouver could range from 15
to 19 calls per week on average, depending on the
alternative scenario.

Additional materials:
•

Marine shipping addendum

•

2018 Mercator report

•

2018 Ship traffic information sheet

•

Environmental impact statement

For more information
Please visit portvancouver.com/RBT2 or call 604.655.9337
Email: container.improvement@portvancouver.com

