
 
From 2008, when Northern Pulp Nova Scotia became owner of the mill at Abercrombie 
Point, to the present, there have been three reported effluent leaks. Two have taken 
place since Paper Excellence purchased the mill in 2011. All three leaks were 
discovered and reported by neighbors.  The following is a brief summary of key 
information and issues relating to the leaks.  

2018 Effluent Leak 

1. October 21, 2018 pipe break and effluent leak:  Leak was discovered by a 
neighbor out for a walk, who reported it to company. NP was not aware of the 
break until it was reported to them. The leak was untreated effluent, going 
through the pipe from the mill to the Boat Harbour treatment facility.  

2. Original pipe: Mill General Manager Bruce Chapman told fishermen in a 
meeting on October 22, 2018, the day after the leak, that the leak was in a 
section of the original pipe. 

3. How much spilled? No one appears to knows how long the leak had been going 
on before it was reported Sunday am. A video taken on October 21 and posted 
on Facebook showed a significant flow. No information about the amount of the 
leak has been released by Northern Pulp or the provincial government. The only 
statements have been that it was less than the last leak.  The last leak in 2014 
was originally reported to be 4-5 million litres, but later information 
determined the leak was 47 million litres. 

4. Why didn’t Northern Pulp know the pipe was leaking? 
Conditions of the 2015 Industrial Approval for Northern Pulp state in Section 7 
(p 14) “The Approval Holder shall operate and maintain real time flow 
monitoring equipment at the end of the effluent transmission pipeline which is 
designed to immediately notify the Approval Holder in the event of a total loss 
of flow or a reduction of flow below normal operating conditions.” If this 
system was in operation, how could a leak have remained unnoticed? Do 
records show any indications of a problem in the days before the leak? 

5. Pipe inspections required by Industrial Approval 
Conditions of Northern Pulp’s 2015 Industrial Approval state in Clause 6 (m) (P 
15: 
k) The Approval Holder shall undertake a visual internal inspection in 
accordance with TAPPI Standard TIP -0402-28 , Best Practice for Inspecting 
Used Fibre Reinforced Plastic (FRP) Equipment as amended from time to time, 
to determine the current conditions and integrity of the FRP pipeline 
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components. The results of this inspections shall be submitted to the 
Department no later than September 15, 2015.  

l) The Approval Holder shall undertake the inspection outlined in Condition 6(k) 
a minimum of once every 5 years unless the results of the inspection conducted 
under Condition 6(k) indicate a more frequent schedule is required.  
m) The Approval Holder shall conduct an external inspection of the entire 
effluent pipeline, on an annual basis, for erosion, scouring, seepage, siltation, 
effluent plumes. The procedures utilized and the results of these inspections 
shall be submitted with the annual report for the Facility. 

Knowing the age of the pipe, did Nova Scotia Environment require internal 
inspection more frequently than once every 5 years after 2015? When had the 
last internal inspection of the pipe taken place? When had the last external 
inspection of the pipe take place? What methods were used to carry out these 
inspections.   

6. After the October 2018 leak, did the provincial government require 
additional inspection to determine whether there were additional risks of 
leakage before allowing the pipeline to be put back into operation? 
a. Photo shows patched section of pipe before being replaced in the ground. Is 

this industry best practice? 
b. From the appearance of the ground in the area several days after the event, 

it appeared that only the section of pipe that leaked was replaced. It does 
not appear that adjacent sections of pipe were dug up and inspected for 
potential leaks.  

c. A newspaper report from 2008 shows that the government required that the 
system be shut down and backwashed to check for any additional leaks. At 
that time, it was found that there were additional, previously unidentified, 
breaks in the line which also required repair.  

d. In 2018, the pipe was repaired and back in operation in less than two days. 
What measures were taken in 2018 to determine whether additional weak 
areas or breaks existed?  

7. Did effluent reach federal waters? Are federal agencies involved in the 
investigation? 
Photos show sandbags very close to the East River, below the high tide mark. 
Who determined whether or not to involve federal agencies? 

8. What does the effluent analysis of the 2018 leak show?  
a. In 2014, effluent analysis showed exceedences of six dioxins and furans.  
b. There has been no information released about effluent analysis from the 

2018 leak to determine whether there were any exceedences.  
c. The effluent leak took place while the plant was in shutdown and 

undergoing maintenance. Industrial approval conditions specify that “h) The 
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Approval Holder shall ensure any waste dangerous goods generated during 
maintenance activities …  shall be disposed of at a facility approved to treat 
the particular waste. Disposal or discharge of these wastes to the Effluent 
Treatment System is strictly prohibited.”  

2014 Effluent Leak 

1. 2014 Pipe break and effluent leak:  The effluent pipe break of June 10, 
2014 was also reported to Northern Pulp by a nearby resident. The company 
did not know about the 2014 break until it was reported to them.  

2. There had been no internal inspection of land-based portion of pipe 
since 2008 (6 years), despite the existence of an effluent pipeline 
inspection plan.  
The court decision found: 

“Northern Pulp had an effluent-pipeline-inspection plan in place at the 
time of the effluent escape; however, there had not been an internal 
inspection of the land- based portion of the pipeline (which included 
the section where the pipeline- surface rupture occurred) since 
Northern Pulp had assumed responsibility for the operation and 
maintenance of the effluent pipeline and treatment facility in 2008 — 
this despite there having been several leaks that had required repair or 
replacement of sections of the pipeline in previous years. Regular 
external inspections of the pipeline had been done prior to the 10 June 
rupture.” http://www.courts.ns.ca/Decisions_Of_Courts/documents/
2016nspc29.pdf 

3. Deteriorated pipe:  
“[7] The effluent pipeline was described in the agreed statement as 
being thirty- six inches in diameter and made of fibreglass-reinforced 
plastic. It was constructed in multiple layers, including a corrosion liner 
and structural-filament-wound fibreglass. Inspection revealed that the 
effluent pipeline was in an advanced stage of deterioration at the 
rupture site. A five-foot section of the pipeline at that location had 
become completely delaminated, and layers of the pipeline had 
separated, reducing the pipeline’s pressure-bearing strength. There 
were visible cracks, leaks, and extensive erosion of the pipeline at the 
rupture site. A fourteen- inch oval hole was discovered at the bottom of 
the pipeline where the discharge occurred”. Pp 5-6 http://
www.courts.ns.ca/Decisions_Of_Courts/documents/2016nspc29.pdf 

4. “An accident waiting to happen”: Judge Atwood stated in his decision, “… 
the delaminated condition of the section of the pipeline that ruptured 
indicates to me quite strongly that this was an accident waiting to 
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happen…” http://www.courts.ns.ca/Decisions_Of_Courts/documents/
2016nspc29.pdf 
Federal lawyer Paul Adams told Judge Atwood the company had allowed the 
pipeline to "reach an advanced state of deterioration" leading to the leak of 
"toxic effluent." pp 16-17 "It had not been properly maintained and that led 
directly to the effects. There is a significant degree of blameworthiness 
attached to the offence," Adams told the court. https://www.cbc.ca/news/
canada/nova-scotia/northern-pulp-mill-effluent-leak-fine-1.3504203 

5. How much leaked?? The June 10, 2014 leak was described as 4-5 million 
litres by the company and by Nova Scotia Environment. There was no 
additional information provided about the amount of effluent leaked the 
case went to court in 2016.  At that time, it was revealed that 47 million 
litres had leaked.  

“Untreated pulp and paper effluent flowed from the pipeline break into 
a wetland area where it pooled before discharging into the adjacent 
East River/Pictou Harbor. An effluent plume extended into the East 
River. … The investigation carried out by those regulatory agencies 
determined that a rupture in the effluent-discharge pipeline had 
resulted in the uncontrolled release of an estimated 47,000, 000 litres 
of untreated effluent into the surrounding environment. …” http://
www.courts.ns.ca/Decisions_Of_Courts/documents/2016nspc29.pdf 

6. Partial clean-up:  Only a small fraction of the effluent which leaked was 
cleaned up. “The pumping operation ran from 11 to 21 June 2014; during 
that time, a volume of approximately 2.2 million litres of effluent and 
water was evacuated and removed.” P 10. http://www.courts.ns.ca/
Decisions_Of_Courts/documents/2016nspc29.pdf 

7. 2014 Charges under Federal Fisheries Act:  Northern Pulp was charged in 
2014 under the Federal Fisheries Act for release of deleterious substance 
into fish habitat. The company pled guilty and was fined $225,000. The leak 
was considered a first offence by the court.  

8. “Preventive measures”: Prior to the 2016 hearing into the 2014 leak, 
Northern Pulp spokeswoman Kathy Cloutier told CBC in October, 2015, "The 
entire line has now been inspected as a preventative measure to 
minimize the possibility of such a leak occurring again," she said. "During 
the June 2015 maintenance shutdown, Northern Pulp undertook proactive 
line repairs as part of ongoing preventative measures." https://
www.cbc.ca/news/canada/nova-scotia/northern-pulp-leak-
charge-1.3270154 

The section of the pipeline where the rupture occurred was replaced 
fully and reinforced. In addition, an internal inspection of the effluent 
pipeline was conducted and repairs were completed to other areas of 
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concern identified during the inspection in order to prevent a 
recurrence of effluent escape. Defence counsel advised the court during 
the sentencing hearing that Northern Pulp spent in the vicinity of 
$400,000 to repair the pipeline. p 10 [19] http://www.courts.ns.ca/
Decisions_Of_Courts/documents/2016nspc29.pdf   

9. Impact on Pictou Landing First Nation (PLFN): “The truth of the damaging 
impact that the pulp mill at Abercrombie Point and its toxic effluent-
treatment site at Boat Harbour has had on the well-being of the Pictou 
Landing First Nation—and continues to have— is so conspicuous and 
notorious as to be beyond dispute.” Judge Del Atwood 

10.PLFN Community Impact Statement Excerpts: Judge Atwood’s decision 
includes sections from Pictou Landing First Nation’s Community Impact 
Statement:  

“We recently gathered on February 16, 2016 at a community meeting to 
talk about the impact of the effluent spill so that we could better prepare 
this statement. As Mi'kmaq we look at the world as four parts of a 
complete circle. The four parts represent the physical, the mental, the 
spiritual and the emotional. The impact of the 2014 pipeline leak has 
affected all four areas and was captured on a circle diagram made during 
the community meeting… 

“The community members reported having been afraid of contamination in 
the river. They felt like victims all over again. They felt like they had let 
the environment down. They felt helpless. The Province has propped up the 
mill for so many years and still owns the pipeline. No charges were ever 
laid by the Province against Northern Pulp under the Environment Act or 
otherwise. They questioned why Northern Pulp was not held responsible. 
They asked why Northern Pulp was not required to replace the entire 
pipeline in the area of Indian Cross Point. They worry that another leak 
could occur again… 

“The leak also sparked outrage in the community because it was so closely 
connected to the Boat Harbour treatment facility. Band Council organized a 
blockade of the right of way leading to the spill site. The blockade had the 
full support of the community and members took turns at the blockade. 
The community received support from the broader community but also 
received threatening messages as well. Some Pictou Landing First Nation 
members feared that closure of the mill might be blamed on them.” 
http://www.courts.ns.ca/Decisions_Of_Courts/documents/2016nspc29.pdf , 
P 14 

11.“It was action by the Pictou Landing First Nation that brought about 
meaningful movement toward lasting environmental protection,” Judge 
Del Atwood stated in his decision. “As effective as the remedial steps taken 
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by Northern Pulp might have been, it was action by the Pictou Landing First 
Nation that brought about meaningful movement toward lasting 
environmental protection.”  

Judge Atwood further quoted from the PLFN Community Impact Statement:  

“On a positive note, the community members acknowledged that the 
spill led to a blockade which shut down the mill for two weeks. While 
the mill was closed the community felt relief. The air pollution from 
the mill had stopped and the odours from Boat Harbour were not as 
strong as they had been. Members felt empowered by the blockade and 
more optimistic about the environment when the mill was closed.  

The blockade also led to an agreement in principle with the Province to 
end the use of the Boat Harbour treatment facility and to remediate 
Boat Harbour. In March 2015 the Boat Harbour Act was passed which 
legislates the end of the use of Boat Harbour as an effluent treatment 
facility as of January 30, 2020.”  

2008. Effluent Pipe Leak revealed multiple unidentified pipeline breaks 

Northern Pulp took ownership of the mill in May 2008. In December 
2008, an effluent leak led to a shutdown for repairs. No charges were 
laid.    

“A pulp mill in Pictou County has been shut down indefinitely because 
of leaks in a pipe that carries effluent to a treatment plant. 
Environment Minister Mark Parent said Thursday the situation is 
complicated. "They backwashed the system after that and found 
there were other breaks in the line, so the diver is going down to 
find out about those breaks," he said. Parent said the plant will 
remain closed until they can determine how to stop the effluent from 
flowing into the waterway.” (emphasis ours)  https://www.cbc.ca/amp/
1.706509       

Prepared by Friends of the Northumberland Strait, January, 2019   
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