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4.2.1.2 Other Marine Components and Activities 

 

The following sections describe various other human activities and components that occur or exist within 

the offshore areas that comprise the Project and Study Areas. Additional information about the 

socioeconomic environment of the Study Area was provided in the original EA documentation along 

with associated background information. This information is not repeated in this section, which is 

intended to update the previous EA Report and EA Amendment where relevant.  

 

Marine Transportation and Shipping 

 

The eastern and southern Newfoundland region is host to a wide variety of transportation activities 

including small boat movements, ferry services, marine shipping and other general vessel traffic, most 

of which occur in inshore and nearshore areas and to much a lesser extent in the offshore. Large scale 

marine shipping is mainly limited to sea ports with the required infrastructure and services for larger 

vessels. . Other marine shipping routes, particularly those on trans-Atlantic voyages between Europe, 

the Mediterranean and Middle East and North America, also transit the Project Area and Study Area. 

 

St. John’s is the primary supply centre for the offshore oil and gas industry in the region, a container 

terminal, fishing port and a cruise ship port-of-call. Other operations include the Canadian Coast Guard 

(CCG), military activity, ship repair, industrial fabrication and seafood landing. Cargo shipping includes 

goods moved in and out of Oceanex’s container ship facility, which operates weekly sailings to and from 

Halifax and Montreal (SJPA 2016).  

 

Small craft harbours were presented in the previous EA documents. In 2017, Newfoundland and 

Labrador had a total of 339 small craft harbours. Of these, 261 core fishing harbours, which are 

considered to the critical to the fishing and aquaculture industries, are owned by DFO and operated by 

207 Harbour Authorities (DFO 2017a). 

 

Offshore Petroleum Exploration and Production Activity 

 

The Eastern Newfoundland offshore area is subject to considerable oil and gas exploration activity, 

including geophysical surveys and drilling programs, with many thousands of kilometres of seismic 

survey data collected and several hundred wells drilled to date. Offshore production projects include 

four oilfields: Hibernia, Terra Nova, White Rose and Hebron (Amec 2014, EMCL 2017). These offshore 

oil and gas exploration and development activities also include a variety of ancillary and supporting 

activities including supply bases at Bay Bulls and St. John’s. Vessel travelling to and from the offshore 

area intersect with parts of the Project Area and Study Area. 

 

Military Activities  

 

The Royal Canadian Navy’s Atlantic facilities include Canadian Forces Station St. John’s, NL. The 

reservist fleet HMCS Cabot is mainly responsible for coastal surveillance and patrol, including search 

and rescue, law enforcement and natural resource (including fisheries) protection in Newfoundland and 

Labrador (DND 2016). Military activities including fisheries surveillance and Search and Rescue (SAR) 

operations may occur within the Project Area and Study Area. 

 

The Department of National Defence (DND) also undertakes military exercises off of Canada’s east 

coast, and has had operations off the coast of Newfoundland and Labrador in the past. GXT has 
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identified and communicated to DND (MARLANT Safety and Environmental Officer) a Point of Contact 

for the survey, and will maintain this liaison regarding survey activities and any potential for interaction 

or interference with any planned DND training exercises or other operations. 

 

Unexploded Ordnances and Legacy Sites 

 

Various known unexploded ordnances (UXO) legacy sites and shipwrecks exist within the Canada-NL 

Offshore Area. These include legacy sites and explosive dumpsites, but the majority are shipwrecks 

(Amec 2014; DCC 2017). The current information indicates that none of these known sites are located 

within the Project Area or the Study Area. However, as in past undertakings, should any suspected UXO 

be encountered during the course of the operations, the location will be marked and Coast Guard will 

be informed immediately. 

 

Subsea Cables 

 

A number of active, abandoned and proposed marine cables transect the waters off Newfoundland as 

discussed in the 2014 EA Report. In 2016, ExxonMobil Canada Properties (EMCP) installed the Grand 

Banks Offshore Optical Cable (GBOOC) fibre-optic cable system to connect the Hibernia and Hebron 

projects off eastern Newfoundland. The new cables are located within the Project Area and Study Area 

and the landing sites are at Cape Broyle and Logy Bay (EMCP 2017). 

  

4.2.2 Environmental Effects Assessment 

 

As illustrated previously in Section 2.2, the 2018 survey activities that will be undertaken as part of the 

Project are in keeping with the nature and scope of those described and assessed in the original EA 

and approved through the C-NLOPB’s screening reports and determinations, and will occur within the 

previously defined and considered Project Area and surrounding EA Study Area.  

 

As can be seen from the updated fisheries data and mapping provided above and those in the original 

EA Report and EA Amendment, there are is a high degree of consistency in the overall nature, location 

and timing of fishing activities between the 2009-2013 and the 2014-2016 periods. This includes 

commercial fishing by species, gear type and other variables, with the notable exception of Northern 

shrimp harvesting, which has now been closed within NAFO 3L and 3M. As also illustrated, large 

portions of the Project and Study Areas occur outside the more intensive commercial fishing areas 

elsewhere on the Banks and along the shelf, and the planned 2018 Project activities will not increase 

or otherwise change the nature or intensity of the Project’s potential interaction with fishing activities, 

locations and times as previously assessed. Similarly, the planned 2018 survey activities do not result 

in new or increased potential interactions with other marine activities in or near the region, including 

sealing areas, aquaculture operations, recreational fishing locations, unexploded ordnances and legacy 

sites, and other uses.  

 

On-going coordination and effective and timely communication between offshore oil and gas operators 

and the fishing industry and other marine interests, through the various processes and measures 

described and committed to in the EA Report, the Addendum and EA Amendment remain the best 

means for ensuring that such activities are carried out in a safe and environmentally responsible 

manner, avoiding or reducing potential adverse interactions between offshore exploration programs and 

other users of the marine environment. Each of the mitigation measures and commitments outlined in 
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the EA Report related to this VEC remain applicable and will continue to be implemented and adhered 

to by GXT in 2018 (see Appendix A).  

 

The nature and scale of the planned 2018 activities and the updated baseline information provided 

above therefore do not change the results of the environmental effects assessment for this VEC, and 

the Project is still not likely to result in significant adverse environmental effects on marine fisheries and 

other activities.  

 

4.3 Marine / Migratory Birds (Including Species at Risk) 

 

Marine and migratory birds are important indicators of ecosystem health, and are of socioeconomic 

importance in Newfoundland and Labrador both in terms of tourism (e.g. the Witless Bay and Cape St. 

Mary’s Ecological Reserves) and as a food source (murres, known locally as “turrs”, are hunted locally). 

The coastlines of eastern and southern Newfoundland and the waters offshore provide important habitat 

for various species of marine-associated birds. The Grand Banks and Flemish Cap regions are 

important feeding areas for dozens of marine bird species, and are of particular importance to 

planktivorous seabirds such as storm-petrels, shearwaters and dovekies (Barrett et al 2006; Fort et al 

2012, 2013). Nesting grounds for tens of millions of seabirds representing some 20 species are found 

along the coast of eastern and southern Newfoundland, including some of the largest seabird colonies 

in eastern North America south of the Hudson Strait (Lock et al 1994). Several Important Bird Areas 

(IBAs) and other sites of regional significance to migratory birds have been designated in these regions 

of Newfoundland because they provide important habitat for large numbers of birds for at least part of 

the year and/or because they support avian species of conservation concern.  

 

Marine-associated birds may be classified as: 1) seabirds, 2) waterfowl and divers, and 3) shorebirds. 

As well, a number of landbird species may also be affected by Project activities, as they are associated 

with coastal habitats and/or migrate nocturnally over marine waters. 

 

4.3.1 Existing Environment 

 

Updated information on marine and migratory bird presence and abundance within the Study Area was 

obtained from the Canadian Wildlife Service (CWS) Branch of Environment and Climate Change 

Canada. The CWS was also consulted for information on seabird colonies in eastern and southern 

Newfoundland, as well as for recent data on seasonal and spatial trends in seabird abundance from the 

Eastern Canadian Seabirds at Sea (ECSAS) program. Records from the Atlantic Canada Shorebird 

Survey (ACSS) and the IBA of Canada programs were also used to provide further information on 

species presence and to identify areas of importance to avifauna in and around the Study Area. 

 

4.3.1.1 Seabirds 

 

Seabirds are relatively long-lived species with low fecundity, delayed recruitment and relatively low rates 

of population growth. Fifield et al (2009) explored seasonal trends in abundance of seabirds off Eastern 

Canada and found that the largest concentration of seabirds in the offshore waters off Eastern 

Newfoundland was from March to August, while seabirds were least abundant in the area in the fall 

(September - October). Within the Study Area, data are relatively sparse for the fall months due to lack 

of survey coverage, but seabird abundance was consistent throughout the rest of the year with an 

average of approximately 18 to 25 birds / km2 (Fifield et al 2009). The seasonal trends observed largely 

correspond with earlier PIROP (Programme Intégré des Recherches sur les Oiseaux Pélagiques) 
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seabird survey data summarized in Lock et al (1994). In both of these data sets, the geographical survey 

coverage was considerably greater in the spring and summer months than in the fall and winter, as the 

survey program relies heavily on the use of vessels of opportunity rather than dedicated survey vessels.  

 

A diverse assemblage of seabirds can be found in the marine waters off eastern and southern  

Newfoundland (Table 4.13), and many of these taxa nest along the coastline of the Island. Detailed 

accounts of seabirds of in this region (including general life history information) can be found in the 

original EA Report (Section 4.2.2.1), with a brief overview being provided below.  

 

Table 4.13 Overview of Seabirds that are Known or Likely to Occur in the Study Area 

Type Species 

Phalacrocoracidae – Cormorants Great Cormorant (Phalacrocorax carbo) 

Double-crested Cormorant (Phalacrocorax auritus) 

Suliidae – Gannets Northern Gannet (Morus bassanus) 

Scolopacidae – Phalaropes 

 

Red Phalarope (Phalaropus fulicarius) 

Red-necked Phalarope (Phalaropus lobatus) 

Laridae – Gulls Herring Gull (Larus argentatus) 

Iceland Gull (Larus glaucoides) 

Glaucous Gull (Larus hyperboreus) 

Great Black-backed Gull (Larus marinus) 

Ring-billed Gull (Larus delawarensis) 

Black-headed Gull (Chroicocephalus ridibundus) 

Sabine‘s Gull (Xema sabini) 

Ivory Gull (Pagophila eburnea) 

Black-legged Kittiwake (Rissa tridactyla)  

Sternidae – Terns 

 

Common Tern (Sterna hirundo) 

Arctic Tern (Sterna paradisaea) 

Caspian Tern (Hydroprogne caspia) 

Alcidae – Alcids Dovekie (Alle alle) 

Razorbill (Alca torda) 

Common Murre (Uria aalge) 

Thick-billed Murre (Uria lomvia) 

Atlantic Puffin (Fratercula arctica) 

Black Guillemot (Cepphus grylle) 

Stercorariidae – Jaegers and Skuas Pomarine Jaeger (Stercorarius pomarinus) 

Parasitic Jaeger (Stercorarius parasiticus) 

Long-tailed Jaeger (Stercorarius longicaudus) 

Great Skua (Stercorarius skua) 

South Polar Skua (Stercorarius maccormicki) 

Procellariidae – Fulmars and Shearwaters 

 

Northern Fulmar (Fulmarus glacialis) 

Great Shearwater (Ardenna gravis) 

Sooty Shearwater (Ardenna grisea) 

Manx Shearwater (Puffinus puffinus) 

Cory’s Shearwater (Calonectris borealis) 

Hydrobatidae – Storm-petrels 

 

Leach’s Storm-petrel (Oceanodroma leucorhoa) 

Wilson’s Storm-petrel (Oceanites oceanicus) 
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For the purpose of this EA Update, updated ECSAS data within the Study Area (covering 2006 to 2017) 

were obtained from CWS (see Appendix B for detailed information and mapping). While these survey 

data cannot be used to calculate densities as they have not been corrected for detectability (unlike the 

data in Fifield et al 2009), they provide valuable information on seasonal and spatial trends in 

abundance for the different seabird groups. Figures B.1 to B.13 in Appendix B were developed for 

seabird taxa that were commonly observed in the ECSAS surveys to illustrate these survey data for the 

spring (March to April), summer (May to August), fall (September to October) and winter (November to 

February) seasons. The seasons as defined here are consistent with those used by Fifield et al (2009) 

and correspond to seabirds’ migratory (spring and fall), breeding (summer for northern hemisphere 

breeders; winter for southern hemisphere breeders) and non-breeding (winter for northern hemisphere 

breeders; summer for southern hemisphere breeders) seasons. 

 

Cormorants 

 

Cormorants generally feed within a few kilometers of their colony or roost location and rarely venture 

far from the coast at any time of year, and so their abundance in the Study Area is low. ECSAS sightings 

for cormorants off eastern and southern Newfoundland, including the Study Area, are presented in 

Figure B.1 (Appendix B). Few of the cormorant sightings were far from shore and all of those were in 

the winter months, with none within the Study Area. Two sightings were identified as Great Cormorants, 

and the rest were not identified to species level. CWS records for cormorant colonies in eastern and 

southern Newfoundland are presented in Table B.1 (Appendix B); cormorants often form mixed colonies 

(Hatch et al 2000), and species composition of these colonies was not determined. 

 

Gannets 

 

Gannets are most likely to be present in the Study Area from March to November, as the majority of the 

population overwinters in the Gulf of Maine and further south (Mowbray 2002; Montevecchi et al 2012); 

however, they have been observed in the waters off of Newfoundland at all times of year. ECSAS 

sightings for Northern Gannets within and near the Study Area are presented in Figure B.2 (Appendix 

B). CWS survey data for the three colonies of Northern Gannet in eastern and southern Newfoundland 

are presented in Table B.2 (Appendix B). 

 

Phalaropes 

 

Phalaropes breed in Arctic tundra during the summer months and typically overwinter south of Canada, 

occurring most frequently in the Study Area during migration. The Red-necked Phalarope has been 

assessed by COSEWIC as a species of Special Concern. ECSAS sightings for Phalaropes within the 

Study Area are presented in Figure B.3 (Appendix B); phalarope sightings were infrequent in summer 

and fall and even rarer in winter, and no sightings were reported in the region during the spring surveys. 

Although most of the sightings were not identified to species level, of those that were identified, most 

were Red Phalarope which is known to be the more pelagic of the two species (Tracy et al 2002). 

 

Gulls 

 

Herring, Great Black-backed and Ring-billed Gulls and Black-legged Kittiwakes occur in temperate 

areas year-round, while Sabine’s, Ivory, Iceland and Glaucous Gulls nest in the Arctic and are found in 

the Study Area only outside the breeding season. Newfoundland supports more than two-thirds of 

Atlantic Canada’s breeding gull population, with Black-legged Kittiwakes accounting for almost half of 
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this number (Cotter et al 2012). Laughing, Black-headed and Lesser Black-backed Gulls may occur 

infrequently in the Study Area. The Ivory Gull is listed as Endangered under both NLESA and SARA. 

Gulls breeding in the region have suffered population declines due to reduced food availability 

associated with fisheries collapse and closure of municipal dumps, although recent census data 

indicates that populations are showing some signs of recovery (Cotter et al 2012). Outside of the 

breeding season, most gull species are associated with coastal areas, while Sabine’s Gull, Ivory Gull 

and Black-legged Kittiwake are more pelagic.  

 

A tracking study of Black-legged Kittiwakes has shown that the northwest Atlantic, particularly the shelf 

edge off Newfoundland, is a particularly important wintering area for kittiwakes, with most of the Atlantic 

population overwintering in this region (Frederiksen et al 2012). ECSAS sightings for Black-legged 

Kittiwakes and Large Gulls (i.e., all other gull species) within the Study Area are presented in Appendix 

B in Figures B.4 and B.5, respectively. As illustrated, gulls and kittiwakes were both commonly observed 

in the area year-round. Most of the large gulls identified to species level were Great Black-backed Gull, 

Herring Gull, and in the winter months, Iceland Gull and Glaucous Gull. No endangered Ivory Gulls 

were identified in the ECSAS surveys within the Study Area. CWS records of gull colonies in eastern 

and southern Newfoundland are shown in Table B.3 (Appendix B), and the colony locations are shown 

on Figure B.15. Herring Gull, Great Black-backed Gull and Black-legged Kittiwake colonies are 

abundant and widespread along the coast, while Ring-billed Gull colonies are fewer in number. 

 

Terns 

 

All three species of terns found in the Study Area are migratory, present only during the breeding 

season. Terns are typically found in coastal environments and seldom seen far from shore, except for 

Arctic Terns which tend to be highly pelagic during migration (Cuthbert and Wires 1999; Hatch 2002; 

Nisbet 2002). ECSAS sightings for terns within and near the Study Area are presented in Figure B.6 

(Appendix B). They were infrequently observed in the spring and summer, and essentially absent in the 

fall and winter. While most tern sightings could not be identified to species level, both Common and 

Arctic Terns have been observed in the waters of eastern and southern Newfoundland. CWS records 

for tern colonies in eastern and southern Newfoundland are provided in Table B.4 in Appendix B; 

species composition of the colonies was not reported. 

 

Alcids  

 

Five of the six alcid species found in the Study Area breed in eastern and southern Newfoundland, while 

the Dovekie is a largely arctic-nesting species. Among seabirds, murres and Dovekies spend a 

particularly large proportion of their time on the water relative to more aerial species (Wiese and Ryan 

2003; Wilhelm et al 2007; Fifield et al 2009) and congregate over relatively small, productive areas such 

as around the Grand Banks (Gaston et al 2011; Hedd et al 2011; Montevecchi et al 2012). The core 

winter distribution of the world’s Dovekie population lies within the waters off eastern and southern 

Newfoundland (Fort et al 2013). Most of the eastern Canadian population of Common Murres and over 

a third of the region’s Thick-billed Murres also congregate in this region in the winter months (McFarlane 

Tranquilla et al 2013). Alcids are rendered flightless for several weeks each year during the fall moulting 

period (Gaston and Hipfner 2000; Ainley et al 2002; Lavers et al 2009; Montevecchi and Stenhouse 

2002). Atlantic Puffins tend to disperse widely and well offshore in the winter months (Fifield et al 2009), 

while Razorbills are believed to concentrate in the Bay of Fundy in winter (Huettman et al 2005), and 

Black Guillemots tend to be associated with coastal environments year-round (Butler and Buckley 

2002).  
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ECSAS sightings for alcids within and near the Study Area are presented in Appendix B, Figure B.7 

(Dovekies), Figure B.8 (Murres) and Figure B.9 (Other alcids, i.e. Razorbills, Black Guillemots and 

Atlantic Puffins). All six species have been reported in ECSAS surveys year-round, although Black 

Guillemots are relatively infrequently observed in the Study Area. The eastern and southern coast of 

Newfoundland supports numerous alcid colonies, the largest at Funk Island, Baccalieu Island, the 

Witless Bay islands and Cape St. Mary’s; CWS records for alcid colonies in eastern and southern 

Newfoundland are provided in Table B.5 (Appendix B). 

 

Jaegers and Skuas 

 

Jaegers and skuas do not breed in Newfoundland and Labrador; however, non-breeding individuals are 

found offshore year-round. In the winter months, the waters off eastern Canada support a large 

proportion of the Icelandic population of Great Skuas (Magnusdottir et al 2012). ECSAS sightings for 

jaegers and skuas within and near the Study Area are presented in Figure B.10 (Appendix B). While 

most sightings could not be identified to species level, all five have been observed in the waters of 

eastern and southern Newfoundland. Great Skuas were much more numerous than South Polar Skuas, 

and Pomarine Jaegers were identified more often than Parasitic or Long-tailed Jaegers. 

 

Fulmars and Shearwaters 

 

Outside the breeding season, fulmars and shearwaters are highly pelagic and spend most of their time 

in the air, at or near the water’s surface. The Northern Fulmar is common year-round in the offshore 

waters of eastern Newfoundland, while shearwaters are most common in offshore Newfoundland in the 

summer and fall months, particularly on the east and northeast Grand Banks (Fifield et al 2009). Most 

of the world’s population of Great Shearwaters is found in the northwest Atlantic in the summer months, 

outside of their austral breeding season (Brown 1986). ECSAS sightings for fulmars and shearwaters 

within and near the Study Area are presented in Figures B.11 and B.12, respectively, in Appendix B. Of 

the shearwaters that could be identified in the surveys, Great Shearwater was the most commonly 

identified species in the Study Area, followed by Sooty, Manx and Cory’s. Northern Fulmar and Manx 

Shearwater nest in Newfoundland (Lee and Haney 1996; Mallory et al 2012), while the other three 

species of shearwater (Great, Sooty and Cory’s) do not. CWS records for Northern Fulmar colonies in 

eastern and southern Newfoundland are provided in Table B.6 in Appendix B; the Manx Shearwater is 

known to nest in one small colony at Middle Lawn Island, off the Burin Peninsula, the only known regular 

nesting site for the species in North America (Lee and Haney 1996). 

 

Storm-petrels  

 

Storm-petrels are highly pelagic, often following ships and fishing boats, and are attracted to artificial 

light sources (Huntington et al 1996). The Leach’s Storm-petrel is the most abundant breeding seabird 

in Newfoundland, while the Wilson’s Storm-petrel is an Antarctic breeder and uncommon visitor in the 

northwest Atlantic. The largest Leach’s Storm-petrel colony in the world, Baccalieu Island, supports 

approximately one third of the species’ population (Huntington et al 1996; Barrett et al 2006; CWS 

2017). ECSAS sightings for storm-petrels within the Study Area are presented in Figure B.13 (Appendix 

B); they are commonly observed in the summer months and regularly seen in the spring and fall, but 

are uncommon in winter. CWS records for Leach’s Storm-petrel colonies in eastern and southern 

Newfoundland are provided in Table B.7 (Appendix B). 
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4.3.1.2 Waterfowl 

 

Waterfowl and divers (loons and grebes) spend much of their time on the water’s surface. Waterfowl 

occur in large numbers in marine habitats off eastern and southern Newfoundland, especially during 

the winter months; however, they tend to prefer more coastal habitats and are unlikely to occur 

frequently in the Study Area. More than 30 species of waterfowl and divers occur in the province during 

at least part of the year (Table 4.14), including two species of conservation concern, the Barrow’s 

Goldeneye and Harlequin Duck.  

 

Broadly, waterfowl may be categorized as geese and ducks; the latter includes dabbling ducks (primarily 

inland breeders), diving ducks, and sea ducks; most species of sea ducks spend much of the year at 

sea (generally close to shore). Although loons and grebes are not closely related to waterfowl, they are 

behaviourally and functionally similar, and have therefore been combined in this section. 

 

Table 4.14 Overview of Waterfowl that are Known or Likely to Occur in the Study Area 

Type Species 

Anserinae – Geese Canada Goose (Branta canadensis) 

Anatinae – Dabbling Ducks Wood Duck (Aix sponsa) 

Gadwall (Anas strepera) 

Eurasian Wigeon (Anas penelope) 

American Wigeon (Anas americana) 

American Black Duck (Anas rubripes) 

Mallard (Anas platyrhynchos) 

Blue-winged Teal (Anas discors) 

Northern Shoveler (Anas clypeata) 

Northern Pintail (Anas acuta) 

Green-winged Teal (Anas crecca) 

Aythyinae – Diving Ducks Ring-necked Duck (Aythya collaris) 

Tufted Duck (Aythya fuligula) 

Greater Scaup (Aythya marila) 

Lesser Scaup (Aythya affinis) 

Merginae – Sea Ducks King Eider (Somateria spectabilis) 

Common Eider (Somateria mollissima) 

Harlequin Duck (Eastern pop.) (Histrionicus histrionicus) 

Surf Scoter (Melanitta perspicillata) 

White-winged Scoter (Melanitta fusca) 

Black Scoter (Melanitta americana) 

Long-tailed Duck (Clangula hyemalis) 

Bufflehead (Bucephala albeola) 

Common Goldeneye (Bucephala clangula) 

Barrow's Goldeneye (Eastern pop.) (Bucephala islandica) 

Hooded Merganser (Lophodytes cucullatus) 

Common Merganser (Mergus merganser) 

Red-breasted Merganser (Mergus serrator) 
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Type Species 

Gaviidae – Loons Red-throated Loon (Gavia stellata) 

Common Loon (Gavia immer) 

Podicipedidae – Grebes Pied-billed Grebe (Podilymbus podiceps) 

Red-necked Grebe (Podiceps grisegena) 

 

The most abundant species of waterfowl in coastal Newfoundland waters at all times of year is the 

Common Eider, which breeds in several small colonies along the coast (Locke et al 1994). Common 

Eiders and other sea ducks such as scoters and Long-tailed Ducks occur in large flocks (“rafts”) off the 

coast from autumn to spring. Large wintering congregations occur at Witless Bay IBA, between the 

Cape Freels coastline and nearby Wadham Islands, Grates Point, Cape St. Francis, Mistaken Point, 

Cape St. Mary’s and Placentia Bay (Bird Studies Canada 2017). Small numbers of Barrow’s Goldeneye 

have been reported wintering in eastern and southern Newfoundland at Port Blandford and Newman 

Sound in Terra Nova National Park, as well as Traytown Bay, St. Mary’s Bay, and Spaniard’s Bay 

(Schmelzer 2006). 

 

ECSAS sightings of waterfowl and divers were scarce within and near the Study Area (Figure B.14 in 

Appendix B). The most frequently observed species was Common Eider, followed by Long-tailed Duck; 

loons (Common and Red-throated), scoters (White-winged, Surf and Black) and a handful of other duck 

species were infrequently observed. 

 

4.3.1.3 Shorebirds 

 

Marine shoreline habitats such as sandy mudflats and coastal barrens are utilized by foraging 

shorebirds during migration. However, due to the distance of the Study Area from the coastline, it is 

unlikely that shorebirds will occur there with any regularity (other than phalaropes, which are 

taxonomically shorebirds but due to their pelagic habitat preferences have been discussed along with 

the seabirds in this report). Due to their preference for coastal habitats, shorebirds are infrequent visitors 

to most of the Study Area, primarily in the fall months during migration. More than 25 species of 

shorebirds occur in the province for at least part of the year (Table 4.15). Least Sandpiper, Spotted 

Sandpiper, Greater Yellowlegs, Piping Plover, Semipalmated Plover and Killdeer nest in Newfoundland, 

while others are present only during migration (Warkentin and Newton 2009). 

 

On the eastern and southern coasts of Newfoundland, shorebirds are most abundant during their fall 

migration, when many species move southward from their Arctic breeding grounds. Atlantic Canada 

Shorebird Survey data show that the eastern coast of the Avalon Peninsula has several important 

migration stopovers (e.g., Witless Bay, Renews, Long Beach, St. Shotts, Spaniard’s Bay, Bellevue 

Beach, etc.); other major stopovers in eastern Newfoundland include Big Barasway, Grand Bay West 

to Cheeseman Provincial Park, Codroy Valley Estuary, Cape Freels and Cape Bonavista (Environment 

Canada 2009; Bird Studies Canada 2017). In the winter months, generally from November to April, 

Purple Sandpipers are present along rocky shorelines and offshore ledges and islands of eastern and 

southern Newfoundland, including at Cape Spear, Witless Bay, Ferryland, Cape St. Francis and 

Mistaken Point (Environment Canada 2009; Bird Studies Canada 2017). At Mistaken Point, far north of 

the rest of the species’ usual wintering range, a small number of Ruddy Turnstones regularly 

overwinters (Bird Studies Canada 2017). 
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Table 4.15 Overview of Shorebirds that are Known or Likely to Occur in the Study Area 

Type Species 

Charadriidae – Plovers Black-bellied Plover (Pluvialis squatarola) 

American Golden-plover (Pluvialis dominica) 

Semipalmated Plover (Charadrius semipalmatus) 

Piping Plover (melodus ssp.) (Charadrius melodus) 

Killdeer (Charadrius vociferus) 

Scolopacidae – Sandpipers Spotted Sandpiper (Actitis macularius) 

Solitary Sandpiper (Tringa solitaria) 

Greater Yellowlegs (Tringa melanoleuca) 

Willet (Tringa semipalmata) 

Lesser Yellowlegs (Tringa flavipes) 

Whimbrel (Numenius phaeopus) 

Hudsonian Godwit (Limosa haemastica) 

Ruddy Turnstone (Arenaria interpres) 

Red Knot (rufa ssp.) (Calidris canutus) 

Sanderling (Calidris alba) 

Semipalmated Sandpiper (Calidris pusilla) 

Least Sandpiper (Calidris minutilla) 

White-rumped Sandpiper (Calidris fuscicollis) 

Baird's Sandpiper (Calidris bairdii) 

Pectoral Sandpiper (Calidris melanotos) 

Purple Sandpiper (Calidris maritima) 

Dunlin (Calidris alpina) 

Stilt Sandpiper (Calidris himantopus) 

Buff-breasted Sandpiper (Calidris subruficollis) 

Short-billed Dowitcher (Limnodromus griseus) 

Wilson's Snipe (Gallinago delicata) 

American Woodcock (Scolopax minor) 

 

4.3.1.4 Other Marine-Associated Avifauna 

 

Many passerines, raptors and other landbirds breed in Newfoundland. Although most do not regularly 

occur in the marine environment, some species of landbirds are associated with coastal habitats 

including the Bank Swallow (Riparia riparia), Savannah Sparrow (Passerculus sandwichensis) and 

Short-eared Owl (Asio flammeus), which typically nest along the coast, as well as some raptor species 

such as the Peregrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus) that prey upon concentrations of shorebirds during 

migration. Further, many landbirds fly long distances over water during migration, and nocturnal 

migrants (including most passerines) may be attracted to artificial light sources at sea, particularly in 

foggy conditions during the late summer to fall months (July to early November). Landbirds are 

considered to be very infrequent visitors in the Study Area.  

 

4.3.1.5 Species at Risk  

 

Very few avian species at risk or species of conservation concern are likely to occur in the Study Area. 

The Ivory Gull is found almost exclusively in marine environments, and although its breeding distribution 

(and critical habitat) is in the Arctic, it regularly occurs in small numbers in the waters off Eastern 

Newfoundland, typically around pack ice. Two waterfowl species at risk, the Barrow’s Goldeneye and 
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Harlequin Duck, both occur in the marine environment, particularly outside of the breeding season. Like 

other waterfowl species, they prefer coastal areas and so are considered unlikely to occur in the Study 

Area. Red-necked Phalaropes, assessed by COSEWIC as a species of conservation concern, were 

seen in small numbers during ECSAS surveys in offshore waters from April to December. Other avian 

SAR that occur in Newfoundland are shorebirds and landbirds, and are unlikely to be found in the Study 

Area except on a transient basis during the fall months.  

 

Species of conservation concern in Newfoundland and Labrador that do not inhabit coastal or offshore 

environments, or that only migrate over the ocean in the daytime, are not assessed further in this 

section. These include the Red Crossbill (percna subspecies), which is a non-migratory forest dweller 

(Environment Canada 2006); and three diurnally migrating landbirds, the Rusty Blackbird (Avery 2013), 

Chimney Swift (Steeves et al 2014) and Barn Swallow (Brown and Brown 1999).  

 

An updated summary of avian species that occur in the province, including information on their habitat 

preferences and potential to occur in the Study Area, is provided in Table 4.16. Since the EA Report 

and Amendment were completed and submitted there have been changes in species at risk 

designations for three marine and migratory bird species, as follows. Another species, the Common 

Nighthawk (Chordeiles minor), was added to the list because it is a nocturnally active species with 

potential to be found offshore during migration as a vagrant (see shaded rows in Table 4.16): 

 

 Perigrine Falcon anatum subspecies (Falco peregrinus anatum): Designation was changed 

during the November 2017 COSEWIC assessment from “Special Concern” to “Not at Risk” 

(COSEWIC 2017b);  

 

 Bank Swallow (Riparia riparia): SARA Schedule 1 was amended to list the species as 

“Threatened” in 2017 (Canada Gazette 2017); and, 

 

 Bobolink (Dolichonyx oryzivorus): SARA Schedule 1 was amended to list the species as 

“Threatened” in 2017 (Canada Gazette 2017). 

 

Table 4.16 Avian Species at Risk and their Likelihood of Occurrence in the Study Area 

Species 
Provincial 

Status 

Federal Status 

Habitat and Distribution in 

Newfoundland 

Potential 

Presence in 

Study Area 
SARA 

Schedule 1 

Listing 

COSEWIC 

Assessment 

Barrow’s 

Goldeneye 

(Eastern 

pop.) 

Vulnerable 
Special 

Concern 

Special 

Concern 

 May breed in Newfoundland. 

Moults and winters in small 

numbers off the coast of 

Eastern Canada, often in 

groups with Common 

Goldeneye. Small numbers 

have been reported wintering 

at Port Blandford and 

Newman Sound in Terra 

Nova National Park, as well 

as Traytown Bay, St. Mary’s 

Bay, and Spaniard’s Bay 

(Schmelzer 2006).  

Unlikely, due 

to their affinity 

for coastal 

habitats. 
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Species 
Provincial 

Status 

Federal Status 

Habitat and Distribution in 

Newfoundland 

Potential 

Presence in 

Study Area 
SARA 

Schedule 1 

Listing 

COSEWIC 

Assessment 

 Known to congregate in 

relatively small geographic 

areas in important shipping 

corridors, therefore 

considered to be particularly 

vulnerable to being affected 

by accidental spills 

(Schmelzer 2006). 

Harlequin 

Duck 

(Eastern 

pop.) 

Vulnerable 
Special 

Concern 

Special 

Concern 

 Breeds in fast-flowing 

streams, and congregate in 

moulting sites in the late 

summer to fall. May breed in 

Bay du Nord River in 

southeastern Newfoundland 

(Bird Studies Canada 2017). 

 Found in coastal marine 

environments throughout fall 

and winter along rocky 

coastlines, subtidal ledges, 

and exposed headlands. Non-

breeding individuals may be 

found year round at Cape St. 

Mary’s, one of few known 

moulting sites in the province 

(Bird Studies Canada 2017; 

NLDEC 2017). 

Unlikely, due 

to their affinity 

for coastal 

habitats. 

Ivory 

Gull 
Endangered Endangered Endangered 

 Breeds in the far north and 

winters offshore. 

 Spend almost all of their time 

in the marine environment, 

including within the Study 

Area. 

 Present in small numbers in 

the waters off Eastern 

Newfoundland, usually 

among pack ice. 

 Rarely seen on the coast of 

the Northern Peninsula and 

ashore (Stenhouse 2004; 

NLDEC 2017). 

Potentially 

present. 

Because they 

are typically 

found among 

pack ice, 

interactions 

with Project 

activities are 

unlikely.  

Piping 

Plover 

(Melodus 

ssp.) 

Endangered Endangered Endangered 

 During the nesting season, 

found on sandy beaches 

along the coast.  

 In Newfoundland, breeding 

population is concentrated in 

the southwest and western 

Unlikely, due 

to their affinity 

for coastal 

habitats. 
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Species 
Provincial 

Status 

Federal Status 

Habitat and Distribution in 

Newfoundland 

Potential 

Presence in 

Study Area 
SARA 

Schedule 1 

Listing 

COSEWIC 

Assessment 

portions of the Island (NLDEC 

2017); major breeding areas 

include Grand Bay West to 

Cheeseman Provincial Park 

and Big Barasway, and 

nesting has also been 

observed in Codroy Valley 

Estuary (Bird Studies Canada 

2017). Has been reported at 

Deadman’s Bay near the 

Cape Freels Coastline IBA in 

northeastern Newfoundland. 

 Unlikely to be affected by 

typical project activities, 

although accidental spills 

near breeding habitat could 

potentially be harmful.  

Red 

Knot 

(Rufa 

sep.) 

Endangered Endangered Endangered 

 Found on open sandy inlets, 

coastal mudflats, sand flats, 

salt marshes, sandy estuaries 

and areas with rotting kelp 

deposits during fall migration, 

from August 1st to October 

30th (Garland and Thomas 

2009; NLDEC 2017).  

 Sightings have been reported 

around almost the entire 

coast of Newfoundland, 

mostly on the west coast 

(Baker et al 2013). 

 In Atlantic Canada Shorebird 

Survey, they are considered 

regular or occasional species 

during fall migration at 

Bellevue Beach, Cape Freels, 

and around the Codroy Valley 

Estuary, and they are rare 

visitors at other survey sites 

(Environment Canada 2009).  

Unlikely, due 

to their affinity 

for coastal 

habitats. 

Buff-

breasted 

Sandpiper 

none none 
Special 

Concern 

 Arctic breeders; during fall 

migration, considered to be a 

rare migrant in the province 

(COSEWIC 2012a). 

 Occasionally observed in 

Atlantic Canada Shorebird 

Surveys at St. Shott’s Sod 

Unlikely, due 

to their affinity 

for coastal 

habitats. 
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Species 
Provincial 

Status 

Federal Status 

Habitat and Distribution in 

Newfoundland 

Potential 

Presence in 

Study Area 
SARA 

Schedule 1 

Listing 

COSEWIC 

Assessment 

Farm near the southern shore 

of the Avalon Peninsula and 

at Cape Bonavista. Reported 

in small numbers at other 

survey sites (Environment 

Canada 2009). 

Red-

necked 

Phalarope 

none none 
Special 

Concern 

 Outside the breeding season, 

found in coastal marine 

environment (Rubega et al 

2000).  

 Surface feeders, often 

congregating in areas such as 

upwellings with higher prey 

densities.  

 In the Atlantic Canada 

Shorebird Survey, considered 

rare visitors at Cape Spear 

and at Bonavista/ Cape 

Bonavista (Environment 

Canada 2009). 

Potentially 

present. Seen 

in small 

numbers 

during ECSAS 

surveys within 

the Study 

Area, although 

scarce in the 

winter and 

spring (CWS 

2017). 

Peregrine 

Falcon 
Vulnerable 

Special 

Concern 
Not At Risk 

 Migrates along the coast of 

Newfoundland during the fall 

(particularly the west coast), 

preying on concentrations of 

migrating shorebirds.  

 Peregrine Falcon sightings 

have been reported in the fall 

near Port-aux-Basques, St. 

Pierre et Miquelon, and on 

the Bonavista Peninsula, and 

year-round (most frequently 

during the fall) on the Avalon 

Peninsula (White et al 2002). 

Unlikely to 

occur regularly 

in the Study 

Area. May be 

an occasional 

vagrant during 

fall migration. 

Common 

Nighthawk 
Threatened Threatened Threatened 

 Nests in open areas (e.g. 

coastal sand dunes and 

beaches, logged or 

slashburned areas of forest 

sites, woodland clearings, 

grassland habitat, farm fields, 

open forests, rock outcrops, 

and flat gravel rooftops).  

 Does not breed in insular 

Newfoundland (Brigham et al 

2011), but migrates through 

province.  

Unlikely to 

occur regularly 

in the Study 

Area. May be 

an occasional 

vagrant during 

fall migration. 
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Species 
Provincial 

Status 

Federal Status 

Habitat and Distribution in 

Newfoundland 

Potential 

Presence in 

Study Area 
SARA 

Schedule 1 

Listing 

COSEWIC 

Assessment 

Bank 

Swallow 
none Threatened Threatened 

 Bank Swallows are colonial, 

often nesting in sandy banks 

created through coastal 

erosion; therefore, potentially 

in close proximity to the 

marine environment during 

the breeding season. 

 Diurnal migrants (Garrison 

1999). 

 Within the province, breeds 

primarily in southwestern 

Newfoundland (Warkentin 

and Newton 2009); however, 

sightings have also been 

reported in eastern and 

southern Newfoundland 

(Garrison 1999). 

Unlikely, due 

to their affinity 

for coastal 

habitats. As 

diurnal 

migrants, they 

are less 

susceptible to 

disorientation 

from offshore 

artificial light 

sources. 

 

 

Gray-

cheeked 

Thrush 

(minimus 

ssp.) 

Threatened none 

Candidate 

Species 

(low priority) 

 Nests in dense coniferous 

forest habitat throughout 

insular Newfoundland and 

overwinters in South America, 

migrating nocturnally 

(Lowther et al 2001). 

 Most common on the 

Northern Peninsula and along 

the northeast coast, as well 

as the northern Avalon 

Peninsula (Endangered 

Species and Biodiversity 

Section 2010).  

 Has also been reported in 

Placentia Bay (Endangered 

Species and Biodiversity 

Section 2010) and breeds in 

Terra Nova National Park 

(Bird Studies Canada 2017).  

 An inland species, therefore 

unlikely to be affected by 

offshore activities at most 

times of year.  

Unlikely to 

occur regularly 

in the Study 

Area. May be 

an occasional 

vagrant during 

fall migration. 

Olive-

sided 

Flycatcher 

Threatened Threatened Threatened 

 Found in boreal forest habitat, 

particularly open areas such 

as wetlands with tall trees and 

snags. 

 Migrates to south and central 

America to overwinter 

Unlikely to 

occur regularly 

in the Study 

Area. May be 

an occasional 

vagrant during 
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Species 
Provincial 

Status 

Federal Status 

Habitat and Distribution in 

Newfoundland 

Potential 

Presence in 

Study Area 
SARA 

Schedule 1 

Listing 

COSEWIC 

Assessment 

(Altman and Sallabanks 

2012).  

 Breeds throughout insular 

Newfoundland and southern 

Labrador (COSEWIC 2007), 

and has been reported at 

several locations on the 

Avalon Peninsula as well as 

at Terra Nova National Park 

(Altman and Sallabanks 

2012). 

fall migration. 

Bobolink Vulnerable Threatened Threatened 

 Nests in agricultural and 

natural grasslands, and 

migrates to South America in 

the fall (Renfrew et al 2015). 

 Breeding has been reported 

at Codroy Valley (Bird Studies 

Canada 2017), and there 

have been sightings on the 

Avalon Peninsula and Terra 

Nova National Park (Renfrew 

et al 2015).  

Unlikely to 

occur regularly 

in the Study 

Area. May be 

an occasional 

vagrant during 

fall migration. 

Short-

eared Owl 
Vulnerable 

Special 

Concern 

Special 

Concern 

 Typically nests in coastal 

barrens and grasslands 

(Wiggins et al 2006), and 

suitable habitat occurs in 

much of coastal 

Newfoundland. 

 Sightings have been reported 

throughout the eastern 

portion of the Island from 

Wadham Islands to the 

Avalon and Burin Peninsulas, 

and near Port-aux-Basques 

and Codroy Valley in 

southwestern Newfoundland, 

mostly in the summer months 

(Schmelzer 2005; Wiggins et 

al 2006). 

Unlikely, due 

to their affinity 

for coastal 

habitats. 
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4.3.1.6 Key Times for Marine and Migratory Birds in the Study Area 

 

Although seabirds utilize the Study Area throughout the year, the abundance, distribution and species 

composition vary considerably. Some taxa (such as large gulls and kittiwakes, many alcid species, 

fulmars and shearwaters) are abundant year-round, while other groups are absent or scarce during part 

of the year. Areas of importance for marine and migratory birds include designated key habitats and 

breeding colonies; these are found in coastal areas and inland, although birds that use these areas may 

forage in offshore parts of the Project Area.  

 

Figure 4.19 illustrates the overall seasonal presence of marine-associated bird species in the Study 

Area. In the summer months, the greatest abundance of seabird species in Newfoundland is 

concentrated around nesting colonies (Fifield et al 2009). However, seabirds are relatively long-lived 

and in many species, individuals do not breed until four or five years of age; therefore, even during the 

breeding season large numbers of non-breeding birds may be found far offshore. Some Southern 

Hemisphere-breeding species spend the summer months (austral non-breeding season) in the 

northwest Atlantic, including most of the world’s Great Shearwaters (Brown 1986).  

 

The fall months are a sensitive time for Leach’s Storm-petrels and migrating landbirds (particularly 

passerines, which tend to be nocturnal migrants), as these species are vulnerable to disorientation from 

artificial light sources. The Leach’s Storm-petrel is the species most frequently found stranded on 

platforms and vessels in and near the Study Area (Ellis et al 2013; Environment Canada 2015), with 

the vast majority of strandings occurring in September and October, following the departure of fledglings 

from nearby breeding colonies (Huntington et al 1996). At all times of year, but especially outside the 

breeding season, alcids are considered particularly vulnerable to the potential effects of oil pollution 

because they spend a large proportion of their time on the water relative to more aerial species (Fifield 

et al 2009) and congregate over relatively small, productive areas such as around the Grand Banks 

(Gaston et al 2011; Hedd et al 2011; Montevecchi et al 2012; Fort et al 2013; McFarlane Tranquilla et 

al 2013). Alcid vulnerability in the region is at its highest during the post-breeding season moulting 

period (Gaston and Hipfner 2000; Ainley et al 2002; Montevecchi and Stenhouse 2002; Lavers et al 

2009).  

 

Certain groups such as gannets, terns, cormorants and phalaropes, are most common during the 

breeding season and are absent or scarce in the winter months. Waterfowl (including Harlequin Duck 

and Barrow’s Goldeneye) and Arctic-nesting species such as Ivory Gulls are most abundant outside of 

the breeding season, and so the greatest potential for presence in the Study Area is in the winter 

months.  

 

During the winter months, tens of millions of Dovekies travel several thousand kilometers from their 

breeding grounds to their core winter distribution within the highly productive waters off eastern 

Newfoundland (Fort et al 2012, 2013). In the winter months, the waters off eastern Canada support a 

large proportion of the Icelandic population of Great Skuas (Magnusdottir et al 2012). A recent tracking 

study of Black-legged Kittiwakes has shown that the northwest Atlantic, particularly the shelf edge off 

Newfoundland, is a particularly important wintering area for kittiwakes, with most of the Atlantic 

population overwintering in this region (Frederiksen et al 2012). Most of eastern Canada’s population 

of Common Murres and approximately a third of the region’s Thick-billed Murres overwinter in the waters 

off eastern Newfoundland (McFarlane Tranquilla et al 2013). 
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Figure 4.19 General Summary of the Seasonal Presence of Marine-associated Birds in the Study Area 

 

Large Gulls

Ivory Gull
1

Black-legged Kittiwake

Dovekie

Atlantic Puffin

Black Guillemot

Common Murre

Thick-billed Murre

Razorbill

Notes: 1. Denotes Species At Risk

Absent in Study Area

Scarce in Study Area

Present in Study Area

Common in Study Area

Flightless birds (dependent young and/or moulting adults) at sea, potentially in Study Area

DecemberJanuary February March April May June July August September October November

A
lc

id
s

G
u
lls

Group

Phalaropes

 Gannets

Cormorants

Terns

Jaegers and Skuas

Migratory Landbirds

Shorebirds

Waterfowl

Storm-Petrels

Fulmars and Shearwaters



GXT GrandSPAN Marine Exploration Program  2018 Environmental Assessment Update 

 

GXT GrandSPAN Program (2014-2018)    2018 Environmental Assessment Update    May 2018       Page 69 

4.3.2 Environmental Effects Assessment 

 

As illustrated previously in Section 2.2, the 2018 survey activities that will be undertaken as part of the 

Project are in keeping with the nature and scope of those described and assessed in the original EA 

documents, and will occur within the previously defined and considered Project Area and surrounding 

EA Study Area.  

 

The updated avifauna presence and distribution information summarized above and presented in detail 

in Appendix B indicates that although a number of taxa have been observed to occur in this particular 

part of the Study Area at least seasonally, the planned 2018 survey area is again not known or likely to 

be used by different species or to contain particularly important or sensitive habitats that were not 

considered and addressed in the original EA. Many seabird groups such as cormorants and terns tend 

to have a more coastal distribution, and are therefore rarely observed in offshore areas. Waterfowl occur 

in large numbers in marine habitats off eastern and southern Newfoundland, especially during the winter 

months, but they prefer open water in coastal areas. Similarly, most parts of the Study Area are also 

unlikely to be utilized by most shorebirds or by migrating landbirds. Also, identified special and sensitive 

areas such as Important Bird Areas (IBAs) and breeding colonies are found in coastal areas and inland. 

All of the mitigation measures and commitments outlined in the EA Report and described further in the 

EA Addendum and Amendment remain applicable, and will continue to be implemented and adhered 

to by GXT in planning and implementing this Project. 

 

The nature and scale of the planned 2018 activities and the updated baseline information provided 

above therefore do not change the results of the environmental effects assessment for this VEC, and 

the Project is still not likely to result in significant adverse environmental effects on marine / migratory 

birds. 

 

4.4 Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles (Including Species at Risk) 

 

The waters off eastern and southern Newfoundland support a diverse assemblage of marine fauna, 

including more than 20 marine mammals and as many as five sea turtle species that have been reported 

in and near the Study Area. Many of these are considered to be at risk or of conservation concern.  

 

4.4.1 Existing Environment 

 

This section provides an updated overview of marine mammal and sea turtles (including species at risk) 

that have potential to occur in the Project and Study Areas. Detailed life history and habitat information 

for these species, as well as information about key areas and times of year, can be found in the original 

EA Report (Section 4.2.3). New data, as well as key information specific to the Project Area, is 

summarized in the following subsections.  

 

Sightings data for marine mammals and sea turtles within the Study Area were obtained from the Ocean 

Biogeographic Information System (OBIS) in October 2017 from the following sources, some of which 

contained sightings from as early as the 1940s: 

 

 Bureau of Land Management (BLM) Cetacean and Turtle Assessment Program (CETAP);  

 Canadian Wildlife Service – Environment and Climate Change Canada (CWS-ECCC) 

Eastern Canada Seabirds at Sea (ECSAS) (opportunistic sightings);  
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 Programme Intégré de recherches sur les oiseaux pélagiques (PIROP) Northwest Atlantic 

1965–1992 (opportunistic sightings); 

 DFO Maritimes Region Cetacean Sightings;  

 National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration records;  

 NOAA Northeast and Southeast Fisheries Science Center surveys; 

 Visual sightings from Song of the Whale 1993-2013; 

 Lamont-Doherty/LGL/NSF cruises; 

 UK Royal Navy Marine Mammal Observations; and 

 HMAP Dataset 04: World Whaling 

 

In addition to the OBIS data, cetacean observations from the DFO Marine Mammals Sightings 

Database, which includes sightings from the late 1940s to 2013, were obtained from Dr. Jack Lawson 

of DFO.  

 

Although useful and informative at a regional scale, there are several caveats associated with these 

datasets which must be noted. Because the data collection is not standardized across surveys, and the 

sightings effort is not quantified, the data cannot be used to estimate species abundance or density. A 

lack of sightings may reflect a deficiency of survey effort in a given area and cannot be interpreted as 

absence of a particular species; similarly, a cluster of sightings may reflect high survey effort rather than 

a large number of individuals in a particular area. As well, observers may have varying degrees of 

experience and expertise in marine mammal identification, and the data have not been completely error-

checked and the quality of some of the information is therefore unknown. Most sightings are collected 

on an opportunistic basis and observations may come from individuals with varying degrees of 

experience and expertise in marine mammal identification. Also, most data have been gathered from 

platforms of opportunity that were vessel-based, and the possible negative or positive reactions by 

cetaceans to such vessels have not yet been factored into the data. Numbers sighted have not been 

verified, especially in light of the significant differences in detectability between species. For 

completeness, these data represent an amalgamation of sightings from a variety of years and seasons; 

the effort is not necessarily consistent among seasons, years, and areas, and there are gaps between 

years. Finally, many sightings could not be identified to the species level, and these have been assigned 

to the smallest taxonomic group possible. 

 

4.4.1.1 Mysticetes 

 

Mysticetes (the baleen whales) are characterized by having plates of baleen, which filter food items 

from seawater, in place of teeth. Baleen whales are typically solitary or clustered in small groups; within 

groups, baleen whales are social, and acoustic communication (vocalizations and other underwater 

sounds) is critical to maintaining complex social structures. They are sensitive mainly to low to 

moderate-frequency sounds around the 10 Hz - 30 kHz range (Richardson et al 1995; National 

Research Council 2003). Baleen whales may be found in coastal as well as offshore areas, typically 

foraging at depths of 100 m to 150 m.  

 

Six species of baleen whales regularly occur in the waters off eastern and southern Newfoundland 

(Table 4.17). The bowhead whale (Balaena mysticetus), an Arctic species, has been observed off the 

coast of Newfoundland but is such sightings are considered extralimital. Sightings of mysticete species 

obtained from OBIS and the DFO Marine Mammals Sightings database are shown on Figure 4.20. 

 



GXT GrandSPAN Marine Exploration Program  2018 Environmental Assessment Update 

 

GXT GrandSPAN Program (2014-2018)    2018 Environmental Assessment Update    May 2018       Page 71 

Table 4.17 Mysticete Species Known or Likely to Occur in the Study Area 

Type Species 

Balaenidae – Right Whales North Atlantic Right Whale (Eubalaena glacialis) 

Balaenopteridae – Rorquals Common Minke Whale (Balaenoptera acutorostrata) 

Sei Whale (Balaenoptera borealis) 

Blue Whale (Balaenoptera musculus) 

Fin Whale (Balaenoptera physalus) 

Humpback Whale (Megaptera novaengliae) 

 

Blue whales and common minke whales may be found in the area throughout the year, while the other 

four species are absent in the winter months. 

 

4.4.1.2 Odontocetes 

 

The suborder Odontoceti includes toothed whales, dolphins and porpoises. Like baleen whales, 

odontocetes rely heavily on acoustic means of communication. Their auditory range is much greater 

than that of baleen whales, ranging from 200 Hz to as high as 200 kHz (National Research Council 

2003). In addition to using sound for communication, many species of toothed whales use echolocation 

to navigate and to locate prey (Richardson et al 1995). Toothed whales vary in habitat preferences; 

belugas and harbour porpoises favour coastal/estuarine habitats, some dolphins may be found in both 

coastal areas and open ocean, and other dolphins as well as beaked whales and sperm whales are 

seldom observed close to shore. Typical foraging depths range from 20 m for belugas to 1,000 m for 

Sowerby’s beaked whale and Risso’s dolphin (Perrin et al 2002).  

 

In the waters off eastern and southern Newfoundland, 14 species of odontocetes have been regularly 

observed (Table 4.18). The Atlantic spotted dolphin (Stenella frontalis) has been reported in the area, 

(OBIS 2017), but this species is generally found in tropical and subtropical waters and is considered 

very unlikely to occur in the Study Area. Sightings of odontocetes obtained from OBIS and the DFO 

Marine Mammals Sightings database are shown on Figures 4.21 (dolphins and porpoises) and 4.22 

(other odontocetes). 

 
Table 4.18 Odontocete Species Known or Likely to Occur in the Study Area 

Type Species 

Delphinidae – Dolphins Short-beaked Common Dolphin (Delphinus delphis) 

Long-finned Pilot Whale (Globicephala melas) 

Risso’s Dolphin (Grampus griseus) 

Atlantic White-sided Dolphin (Lagenorhynchus acutus) 

White-beaked Dolphin (Lagenorhynchus albirostris) 

Killer Whale (Orcinus orca) 

Striped Dolphin (Stenella coeruleoalba) 

Common Bottlenose Dolphin (Tursiops truncatus) 

Phocoenidae – Porpoises Harbour Porpoise (Phocoena phocoena) 

Monodontidae – Belugas and Narwhals Beluga Whale (Delphinaptera leucas) 

Ziphiidae – Beaked Whales Cuvier’s Beaked Whale (Ziphius cavirostris) 

Sowerby’s Beaked Whale (Mesoplodon bidens) 

Northern Bottlenose Whale (Hyperoodon ampullatus) 

Physeteridae – Sperm Whales Sperm Whale (Physester macrocephalus) 
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Most of these species are thought to be present in offshore Northwest Atlantic waters year-round, but 

belugas are a rare winter visitor to the area, and common bottlenose dolphin and Risso’s dolphin are 

only seen in the summer months (Amec 2014). 

 

4.4.1.3 Pinnipeds 

 

Pinnipeds, or seals, may be found in coastal environments (e.g. harbour seal and occasionally grey 

seal), but generally prefer open ocean habitats. Typical foraging depths range from less than 4 m for 

harbour seals (Perrin et al 2002), up to as high as 600 m for hooded seals (Kovacs 2008). Four seal 

species are known to occur regularly in the Study Area (Table 4.19). Two additional seal species, the 

bearded seal (Erignathus barbatus) and ringed seal (Pusa hispida), are typically Arctic dwellers but are 

known to occasionally occur in the area in the winter months. A single extralimital sighting of walrus 

(Odobenus rosmarus) has been reported off Eastern Canada (OBIS 2017). Sightings of pinniped 

species obtained from OBIS are shown in Figure 4.23. 

 

Table 4.19 Pinniped Species Known or Likely to Occur in the Study Area 

Type Species 

Phocidae – Earless Seals Harp Seal (Pagophilus groenlandicus) 

Harbour Seal (Phoca vitulina) 

Hooded Seal (Cystophora cristata) 

Grey Seal (Halichoerus grypus) 

 
Harp and hooded seals are most common in the Study Area from December to April, while harbour and 

grey seals may be present year-round. The populations of all four seal species regularly found in the 

Study Area are considered secure or even increasing (Hammill et al 2012). 

 

4.4.1.4 Sea Turtles 

 

Sea turtles are rarely seen in coastal areas, preferring offshore habitats (COSEWIC 2010, 2012a). They 

spend much of their time at the ocean surface, and foraging depths are typically less than 100 m 

(Wyneken et al 2013). Five species of sea turtles have been reported in the waters of the Northwest 

Atlantic; however, of these, only the Leatherback Turtle and the Loggerhead Sea Turtle are regularly 

found in the Study Area (Table 4.20). Green Sea Turtle (Chelonia mydas), Hawksbill Sea Turtle 

(Eretmochelys imbricata) and Kemp’s Ridley Sea Turtle (Lepidochelys kempii) frequent tropical and 

subtropical waters, but have occasionally been found in the waters off Eastern Canada in the summer 

months. Sightings of sea turtle species obtained from OBIS are shown on Figure 4.24. 

 

Table 4.20 Overview of Sea Turtles that are Known or Likely to Occur in the Study Area 

Type Species 

Dermochelyidae – Leatherback Turtle Leatherback (Dermochelys coriacea) 

Cheloniidae – Sea Turtles Loggerhead Sea Turtle (Caretta caretta) 

 

Leatherback and loggerhead sea turtles may be found in the Study Area from April to December, but 

are absent in the winter months.   
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Figure 4.20 Baleen Whale Sightings  
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Figure 4.21 Dolphin and Porpoise Sightings  
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Figure 4.22 Other Large Toothed Whale Sightings  
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Figure 4.23 Pinniped Sightings  
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Figure 4.24 Sea Turtle Sightings  
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4.4.1.5 Species at Risk  

 

Marine mammal and sea turtle species at risk (protected under SARA) and species assessed by 

COSEWIC as being of conservation concern occur in the waters offshore Eastern Newfoundland (Table 

4.21). The provincial NL ESA does not list any marine mammals or sea turtles. Since the original EA 

Report and EA Amendment were completed and submitted there have been changes in species 

designations for one marine mammal and one sea turtle species, as follows (see shaded rows in Table 

4.21): 

 

 Beluga - St. Lawrence Estuary population (Delphinapterus leucas): Designation was changed 

during the November 2014 COSEWIC assessment from “Threatened” to “Endangered” 

(COSEWIC 2014a), and SARA Schedule 1 was amended to reclassify the species as 

“Endangered” in 2017 (Canada Gazette 2017); and 

 

 Loggerhead Sea Turtle (Caretta caretta): SARA Schedule 1 was amended to list the species as 

“Endangered” in 2017 (Canada Gazette 2017). 

 

Table 4.21 Marine Mammal and Sea Turtle Species at Risk and their Likelihood of Occurrence 

in the Study Area 

Species 

Federal Status 

Habitat and Distribution 
Potential Presence 

in Study Area 
SARA 

Schedule 1 

Listing 

COSEWIC 

Assessment 

Blue Whale 

(Atlantic 

Population) 

Endangered  Endangered  Found in coastal and pelagic 

waters, frequently at shelf edge 

where food production is high 

(Schoenherr 1991).  

 Present in all oceans except the 

Arctic (Reilly et al 2008). 

 Critical habitat in the estuary and 

Gulf of St. Lawrence is currently 

being identified for the species 

(DFO 2016a). 

Present in small 

numbers throughout 

the year; most 

common in the 

winter and early 

spring. 

Fin Whale 

(Atlantic 

population) 

Special 

Concern  

Special 

Concern 

 Coastal shelf edge and offshore 

(COSEWIC 2005).  

 World-wide distribution; most 

abundant at temperate and polar 

latitudes (Reeves et al 2002). 

 Typically found in areas with high 

prey concentration (e.g., the Grand 

Banks) in the summer months.  

Present year-round, 

most common in the 

summer months. 

North Atlantic 

Right Whale 

Endangered Endangered  Prefers waters 100 – 200 m deep 

with surface temperatures between 

8 and 15°C (Kenney 2001).  

 Distribution related to presence and 

abundance of prey species.  

 Aggregate in five seasonal habitat 

areas along the east coast of North 

America, including two designated 

Uncommon in Study 

Area; most likely to 

be present in the 

summer months. 
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Species 

Federal Status 

Habitat and Distribution 
Potential Presence 

in Study Area 
SARA 

Schedule 1 

Listing 

COSEWIC 

Assessment 

critical habitat areas in Canada: the 

lower Bay of Fundy and Roseway 

Basin on the Scotian Shelf (Brown 

et al 2009). 

Northern 

Bottlenose 

Whale  

(Davis Strait-

Baffin Bay-

Labrador Sea 

population; 

Scotian Shelf 

population) 

none  

(Davis Strait-

Baffin Bay-

Labrador 

Sea 

population) 

 

Endangered 

(Scotian 

Shelf 

population) 

Special 

Concern 

(Davis 

Strait-Baffin 

Bay-

Labrador 

Sea 

population) 

Endangered 

(Scotian 

Shelf 

population) 

 Deep-diving species found in 

waters 800 - 1500 m deep.  

 In western North Atlantic, occur 

from Baffin Island to New England 

(Taylor et al 2008a). 

 It is unclear to which population 

individuals observed in the Study 

Area belong; however, a recent 

observation of 50 individuals in the 

Sackville Spur area suggest there 

may be potentially a previously 

unknown population (CBC 2016). 

 Davis Strait population seemingly 

tends to migrate north to south, 

although patterns are not consistent 

(Reeves et al 1993), whereas 

Scotian Shelf population is 

apparently non-migratory.  

 Three marine canyons, all along the 

Scotian Shelf, have been identified 

as critical habitat for the Scotian 

Shelf population (DFO 2010). 

Potentially present 

in small numbers in 

the area year round; 

most sightings have 

been in the spring 

and summer.  

Sowerby’s 

Beaked Whale 

Special 

Concern  

Special 

Concern 

 Deep-diving species found at 

continental edges and slopes in 

depths of 550 - 1500 m or more.  

 Seasonal movements unknown. 

 Found in cold North Atlantic waters, 

from Massachusetts to Labrador 

(Taylor et al 2008b). 

May be present year 

round in deep water 

habitats. 

Beluga Whale  

(St. Lawrence 

Estuary 

population) 

Endangered Endangered  Coastal species (ACS 2006).  

 Concentrated near the outlet of the 

Saguenay River in summer; in the 

winter months, they disperse from 

estuarine habitats, regularly 

occurring as far downstream as the 

western end of Anticosti Island 

(COSEWIC 2014a).  

 Critical habitat has been identified 

in the St. Lawrence Estuary and 

lower reaches of the Saguenay 

River (DFO 2012a). 

Very rare in the 

Study Area; seldom 

range far from the 

St. Lawrence 

estuary. 

Killer Whale 

(Northwest 

none Special 

Concern 

 Nearshore and pelagic 

environments. 

Likely present; small 

numbers have been 
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Species 

Federal Status 

Habitat and Distribution 
Potential Presence 

in Study Area 
SARA 

Schedule 1 

Listing 

COSEWIC 

Assessment 

Atlantic / 

Eastern Arctic 

population) 

 Cosmopolitan distribution, 

concentrated in areas of high 

productivity (Forney and Wade 

2006). 

observed in the area 

at all times of year. 

Harbour 

Porpoise 

none Special 

Concern 

 Coastal shelf, bays and estuaries, 

but occasionally offshore 

(Hammond et al 2008). 

 Found in cold waters throughout 

the northern hemisphere 

(Hammond et al 2008). 

 Seasonal movements poorly 

known. 

Fairly common in 

the Study Area, 

possibly present 

year round. 

Atlantic Walrus 

(Central - Low 

Arctic 

population) 

none Special 

Concern 

 Require shallow open areas with 

substrate supporting a productive 

bivalve community, and suitable ice 

or land nearby upon which to haul 

out (COSEWIC 2017c). 

 Nova Scotia-Newfoundland-Gulf of 

St. Lawrence population extinct; 

species is now restricted to Arctic to 

sub-Arctic regions. 

Extremely unlikely. 

Single extralimital 

report in Study Area 

(OBIS 2017). 

Leatherback 

Sea Turtle 

(Atlantic 

population) 

Endangered  Endangered  Typically in coastal shelf waters 

with depths of less than 200 m. 

 Ranges from tropical to sub-polar 

regions (COSEWIC 2012b), and 

undertakes extensive migrations 

between feeding areas and to 

tropical nesting areas (Wallace et al 

2013). 

 To date, critical habitat has not 

been identified; however, DFO 

(2012b) observed three high-use 

feeding areas in Canadian waters, 

none within the Study Area. 

Likely present in 

small numbers in 

the Study Area from 

April to December. 

Loggerhead 

Sea Turtle 

Endangered 

 

Endangered  Found in oceanic and near-shore 

zones of temperate and tropical 

Atlantic, Pacific and Indian Oceans, 

and nest on beaches in subtropical 

and tropical climates (COSEWIC 

2010).  

 In Atlantic Canada, most abundant 

in spring to fall, and generally 

associated with the Gulf Stream. 

Potentially present 

in small numbers in 

the spring and 

summer months. 

 

  



GXT GrandSPAN Marine Exploration Program  2018 Environmental Assessment Update 

 

GXT GrandSPAN Program (2014-2018)    2018 Environmental Assessment Update    May 2018       Page 81 

While not assessed by COSEWIC, the Kemp’s Ridley, Green and Hawksbill sea turtle are all considered 

to be of conservation concern by the IUCN (IUCN 2017). All three of these sea turtle species are unlikely 

to be present in the Study Area, as they are associated with tropical and sub-tropical areas; however, 

vagrants may occur in the summer months. 

 

Critical habitat has been identified in the federal recovery strategies for the beluga (St. Lawrence 

Estuary population), northern bottlenose whale (Scotian Shelf population) and the North Atlantic right 

whale. The North Atlantic right whale’s critical habitat is located in the Grand Manan Basin within the 

Bay of Fundy, and off southern Nova Scotia at Roseway Basin (DFO 2014). Critical habitat for the 

beluga (St. Lawrence Estuary population) is restricted to the St. Lawrence estuary (DFO 2012a), and 

critical habitat for the northern bottlenose whale (Scotian Shelf population) is located in three deep 

underwater canyons off the southern coast of Nova Scotia, along the Scotian Shelf (DFO 2010). 

Researchers discovered at least 50 northern bottlenose whales in the Sackville Spur area in 2016; this 

significant find (in size, numbering 30 percent or more of the entire Scotian Shelf population) is thought 

to represent a previously undiscovered population of the species (Northern Bottlenose Whale Project 

2018). 

 

Recovery strategies identifying critical habitat are not currently available for the other species at risk 

reported in the Study Area. A study intended to aid in the identification and delineation of critical habitat 

for the blue whale is underway; recent studies have identified important feeding grounds in the estuary 

and Gulf of St. Lawrence, and these that will be used to inform the identification of critical habitat areas 

(Beauchamp et al 2009; DFO 2016b).  

 

DFO (2012b) observed three high-use feeding areas of the leatherback turtle: 1) waters east and 

southeast of Georges Bank, including the Northeast Channel near the southwestern boundary of the 

Canadian Exclusive Economic Zone; 2) the southeastern Gulf of St. Lawrence and waters off eastern 

Cape Breton Island, including Sydney Bight, the Cabot Strait, portions of the Magdalen Shallows and 

adjacent portions of the Laurentian Channel; and 3) waters south and east of the Burin Peninsula, 

Newfoundland, including parts of Placentia Bay. Information from the DFO tracking study is being used 

to inform the identification of critical habitat in a forthcoming amendment to the species’ Recovery 

Strategy (DFO 2013). 

 

4.4.1.6 Key Times for Marine Mammals and Sea Turtles in the Study Area 

 

Baleen whales are present in the area throughout the year but are most abundant in the summer 

months; most species are migratory and absent from the Study Area in winter, but common minke whale 

and blue whale may occur in the area year-round. Most toothed whales are thought to be year-round 

residents of the Study Area, with the exception of Risso’s and common bottlenose dolphins, which are 

found only in the summer months, and beluga, which is only observed in the winter months. Pinnipeds 

are most abundant in the winter months, although grey and harbour seals may be present year-round. 

Sea turtles are most abundant in the area during the summer months, when the Grand Banks and 

surrounding waters provide important feeding habitat, and they are absent from the area between 

December and April. 

 

4.4.2 Environmental Effects Assessment 

 

As illustrated previously in Section 2.2, the 2018 survey activities that will be undertaken as part of the 

Project are in keeping with the nature and scope of those described and assessed in the original EA., 
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and will occur within the previously defined and considered Project Area and surrounding EA Study 

Area.  

 

The EA Report and EA Amendment summarized the distribution and abundance of marine mammals 

and sea turtles (including species at risk) in the overall Study Area, and describes these species’ 

relevant life history characteristics, with updated baseline information being provided in the preceding 

section. The updated marine mammal and sea turtles presence and distribution information 

summarized above indicates that although a number of species have been observed to occur in the 

Study Area at least seasonally, the planned 2018 survey area is again not known or likely to be used 

by new or different species (including those at risk) or contain particularly important or sensitive habitats 

that were not considered and addressed in the original EA, nor to increase the potential for or degree 

of any such environmental interactions and effects. All of the mitigation measures and commitments 

outlined in the EA Report and related filings remain applicable and will continue to be implemented and 

adhered to by GXT in planning and implementing this Project. 

 

The nature and scale of the planned 2018 activities and the updated baseline information provided 

above therefore do not change the results of the environmental effects assessment for this VEC, and 

the Project is still not likely to result in significant adverse environmental effects on marine mammals 

and sea turtles.  

 

4.5 Protected and Sensitive Areas 

 

Several marine and coastal areas in Newfoundland and Labrador have been designated as protected 

under provincial, federal and/or other legislation or agreements due to their ecological, historical or 

socio-cultural characteristics and importance. Other areas have been formally identified as being 

special or sensitive through other relevant processes and initiatives.  

 

4.5.1 Existing Environment 

 

Protected and sensitive areas within or near the Study Area were described and mapped in Section 

4.2.4 of the original EA Report. Where overall information on the nature and definition of various types 

of such areas, and the processes for their identification and designation was provided in the original EA 

Report, it is not repeated in this section.  

 

This current section focuses on providing an update on the area in and around the Project Area and 

Study Area, as well as in other adjacent marine (offshore and coastal) areas of eastern and southern 

Newfoundland, to provide context and to illustrate the general proximity of the Project to these in the 

larger surrounding environment.  

 

4.5.1.1 Canadian (Federally) Identified and Designated Areas 

 

A number of processes are used to identify and potentially protect marine and coastal ecosystems in 

Canada, as illustrated in the sections that follow. These protective measures are led by various federal 

government departments and agencies including DFO, Parks Canada and Environment and Climate 

Change Canada.  
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Ecologically and Biologically Significant Areas 

 

As discussed in the previous reports, ecologically and biologically significant areas (EBSAs) have been 

identified in marine areas of eastern and southern Newfoundland. Subsequent to the 2015 EA 

Amendment, DFO has undertaken a process to re-evaluate the PB/GB LOMA EBSAs to align with the 

rest of the Newfoundland and Labrador Shelves Bioregion EBSAs. The 2017 revised PB/GB LOMA 

EBSA areas have not yet been released publicly (N. Wells pers comm 2018).  

 

Based on the draft information, the existing PB/GB LOMA EBSAs have generally increased in area, five 

new EBSAs have been delineated, two areas are no longer listed as EBSAs and the total combined 

EBSA area has been increased by 26 percent (Table 4.22). Figure 4.25 shows the draft revised 

boundaries and new EBSAs in the PB/GB LOMA along with other NL Shelves Bioregion EBSAs in 

Eastern Newfoundland. Portions of the PB/GB LOMA EBSAs that extended beyond the Canadian EEZ 

into the NAFO regulatory area are no longer considered to be within EBSA boundaries (though they 

may still be identified and/or protected through international processes). The Southeast Shoal EBSA 

has been reduced in area as a large portion was outside of the EEZ prior to the refinement exercise. 

Portions of the Northeast Slope and the Lilly Canyon-Carson Canyon EBSAs, beyond the EEZ, are now 

also considered to be outside of EBSA boundaries though the overall areas of these EBSAs have been 

increased within the EEZ. Descriptive information is not yet available for the newly identified EBSAs: 

Haddock Channel Sponges, St. Mary’s Bay, Bonavista Bay, Baccalieu Island and South Coast.  

 

As a result of these changes, the Project Area and Study Area now intersect with the revised boundaries 

of PB/GB LOMA EBSAs: Northeast Slope, Virgin Rocks, Lilly Canyon-Carson Canyon, Southeast 

Shoal, Eastern Avalon, Southwest Slope, Smith Sound, Placentia Bay, Laurentian Channel, Haddock 

Channel Sponges, St. Mary’s Bay, Bonavista Bay and Baccalieu Island. Note that the Project Area and 

Study Area also overlap with the Orphan Spur, Notre Dame Channel, Fogo Shelf and Grey Islands 

EBSAs, which are not within the PB/GB LOMA and have not changed since the 2014 EA Report. 

 

Table 4.22 Refined PB/GB LOMA EBSAs  

EBSA Approximate Delineated Area 

2007 2017 

Northeast Slope 13,885 km2 19,731 km2 

Virgin Rocks 6,843 km2 7,294 km2 

Lilly Canyon-Carson Canyon 1,145 km2 2,180 km2 

Southeast Shoal  30,935 km2 15,402 km2 

Eastern Avalon  1,683 km2 5,948 km2 

Southwest Slope 16,644 km2 25,181 km2 

Smith Sound 148 km2 547 km2 

Placentia Bay  7,693 km2 13,539 km2 

Laurentian Channel 17,140 km2 19,545 km2 

Haddock Channel Sponges n/a 490 km2 

South Coast n/a 6,876 km2 

St. Mary’s Bay n/a 3,989 km2 

Bonavista Bay n/a 3,141 km2 

Baccalieu Island n/a 6,922 km2 

Source: N Wells pers comm (2018) 
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Figure 4.25 Canadian Ecologically and Biologically Significant Areas, Marine Protected Areas, 

Marine Refuges and Migratory Bird Sanctuaries 
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Marine Protected Areas and Areas of Interest 

 

Marine Protected Areas and associated Areas of Interest (AOIs) are discussed in the original EA Report.  

St. Ann’s Bank AOI was designated as an MPA in 2017 (Figure 4.25, Table 4.23). In 2017, the 

Government of Canada also published draft regulations for the proposed Laurentian Channel MPA for 

public comment (DFO 2018). The results of this consultation have not yet been released. The Project 

Area and Study Area overlap with the Laurentian Channel AOI. 

 

Table 4.23 MPA and AOI  Update 

AOI Area 

Laurentian Channel AOI 11,619 km2 

St. Ann’s Bank MPA 4,364 km2 

Source: DFO (2018) 

 

Marine Refuges  

 

In December 2017, DFO designated seven Marine Refuges off the coast of Nunavut and Newfoundland 

and Labrador to protect portions of sensitive and productive habitat (DFO 2018). Three of these Marine 

Refuges are located off eastern Newfoundland (Table 4.24 and Figure 4.25). The Project Area and 

Study Area intersect with two Marine Refuges: Northeast Newfoundland Slope Closure and Funk Island 

Deep Closure. DFO notes for each of these refuges that other human activities that take place in this 

area are not incompatible with the conservation of the ecological components of interest. 

 

Table 4.24 Marine Refuges off Eastern Newfoundland 

Marine Refuge Rationale for Identification/Designation Area 

Northeast Newfoundland 

Slope Closure (formerly 

known as Tobin’s Point) 

Dense aggregations of large, structure-forming cold-water 

corals provide niche space for other organisms. Prohibitions 

for all bottom contact fishing activities. 

46,833 km2 

Hawke Channel Closure The Hawke Channel seafloor is an important habitat for 

groundfish including Greenland halibut. The Refuge also 

protects habitat of depleted species such as Atlantic wolffish. 

Bottom trawl, gillnet and longline fishing activities are 

prohibited. 

8,837 km2 

Funk Island Deep 

Closure 

Conserves seafloor habitat important to Atlantic cod. Bottom 

trawl, gillnet and longline fishing activities are prohibited. 

7,274 km2 

Source: DFO (2018) 

 

Migratory Bird Sanctuaries 

 

Migratory Bird Sanctuaries (MBS) are designated by Environment and Climate Change Canada. The 

Migratory Bird Sanctuary Act and Regulations prohibit the taking, injuring or destruction of migratory 

birds or their nests or eggs, and hunting migratory species, within an MBS. Terra Nova MBS was 

discussed in the previous reports. Newfoundland and Labrador has two other MBSs: Shepherd Island 

and Île aux Canes (Figure 4.25) (Environment Canada 2016). There have been no known changes to 

the number or status of MBS since 2015. No MBSs are within the Project Area or Study Area as they 

are located along the coast. 
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Federal Fisheries Closure Areas within Canada’s Exclusive Economic Zone 

 

Within the Canadian EEZ, a number of marine areas off Newfoundland have been closed to particular 

types of fishing activities through various means including voluntary closures, co-management 

approaches, licencing restrictions and/or under the Fisheries Act to protect and conserve productive 

fish and shellfish habitat for certain commercial species (Figure 4.26). Fisheries closures off eastern 

Newfoundland include areas closed to fishing activities to protect sensitive and productive habitat for 

cod, crab and lobster (Table 4.25) (DFO 2015, 2017b; EMPAAC 2013). None of these federal fisheries 

closure areas were included in the previous EA documentation. Most of these closures are located in 

inshore to mid shore areas.  

 

Fisheries closures include several portions of NAFO 3LNO that have been closed to snow crab fishing. 

These Stewardship Exclusion Zones are 0.5 or 1.0 nautical mile (NM) wide corridors along the length 

of crab fishing area boundaries to delineate fishing areas and provide a refuge area for snow crab (DFO 

2015). The Project Area and Study Area intersect with several stewardship exclusion zones (Figure 

4.26). These include the Funk Island Deep Box and Exclusion Zones on the periphery of eight Crab 

Fishing Areas in inshore and near shore areas. 

 

Table 4.25 Federal Fisheries Closure Areas in Eastern Newfoundland 

Closure Area Rationale for Identification/Designation 

Funk Island Deep Box 7,272 km2 area closed though the Fisheries Act to protect bottom 

habitat. Also designated as Funk Island Deep Closure Marine 

Refuge (see above). 

Eastport Peninsula Lobster Management 

Area 

400 km2 area closed under the Fisheries Act, to protect prime 

lobster habitat. Two portions of the area are MPAs under the 

Oceans Act.  

Hawke Box  8,837 km2 area closed under the Fisheries Act to sustain habitat for 

crab and cod. Also designated as the Hawke Channel Closure 

Marine Refuge (see above). 

Mouse Island Lobster fishing is prohibited in 7 areas (totaling 94 km2) around 

coastal Newfoundland to protect lobster spawning habitat and 

increase egg production. Five of these Lobster Area Closures are 

located in Eastern Newfoundland. 

Glover’s Harbour 

Gander Bay 

Gooseberry Island 

Penguin Islands 

Crab Fishing Area 5A (2 Exclusion Zones) Snow crab fishing is prohibited in various Stewardship Exclusion 

Zones including portions of Bonavista Bay, Trinity Bay, Conception 

Bay, the Eastern Avalon and St. Mary’s Bay as well as near shore 

and mid shore fishing areas. 

Crab Fishing Area 6A (2 Exclusion Zones) 

Crab Fishing Area 6B 

Crab Fishing Area 6C 

Crab Fishing Area 8A 

Crab Fishing Area – 8BX 

 Crab Fishing Area 9A  

Near Shore 

Source: DFO (2007, 2015, 2017b); EMPAAC (2013) 
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Figure 4.26 Federal Fisheries Closure Areas  
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4.5.1.2 Provincially Identified and Designated Areas 

 

The Government of Newfoundland and Labrador has established a system of protected areas which 

includes 31 Provincial Parks, 16 Ecological Reserves, three Wildlife Reserves, two Wilderness 

Reserves, one Wildlife Park and one Public Reserve. Provincial Parks are established for environmental 

conservation and recreation purposes. Wilderness and Ecological Reserves are created to protect and 

conserve ecosystems or ecoregions and/or to protect rare, unique or endangered species of plants, 

animals and other identifiable components of natural heritage (NLDME 2016).  

 

Since the 2015 EA Amendment, Lawn Islands Archipelago Provisional Ecological Reserve was 

designated as Lawn Bay Seabird Reserve in 2015 and Mistaken Point Ecological Reserve was 

designated as a World Heritage Site by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural 

Organization (UNESCO) in 2016 (UNESCO 2017). The Newfoundland and Labrador ecological 

reserves are located along the coastline of Newfoundland well outside of the Project Area or Study 

Area. 

 

4.5.1.3 Internationally Identified Areas 

 

In addition to protected and sensitive areas identified and designated under applicable Canadian 

(federal and/or provincial) legislation and processes, various areas have also been identified under 

international jurisdictions and processes. In addition, some coastal and inland areas of Eastern 

Newfoundland have been identified as globally, continentally or nationally significant.  

 
UN Convention on Biological Diversity EBSAs 
 

In 1992 Canada ratified the United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity, which came into force 

in December 1993. The Convention is an important step towards conservation of global biodiversity. 

Identified EBSAs include ocean habitat areas of eastern Newfoundland and Labrador (Table 4.26). The 

Project Area and Study Area intersect with Seabird Foraging Zone in the Southern Labrador Sea, 

Orphan Knoll and Slopes of the Flemish Cap and Grand Bank EBSAs (Figure 4.27), which were defined 

after the 2015 EA Amendment (see UNCBD 2017). 

 
Table 4.26 UN Convention on Biological Diversity EBSAs 

EBSA Rationale for Identification/Designation Area 

Labrador Sea Deep 

Convection Area 

The only North-West Atlantic site where winter 

convection exchanges surface and deep ocean waters. 

Provides mid-water overwintering refuge for pre-adult 

Calanus finmarchicus, a key species for zooplankton 

populations of the Labrador Shelf and downstream 

areas. Annual variability in convection results in 

significant yearly change through ecosystems of the 

North-West Atlantic. 

Not a fixed geographic 

area but delineated 

annually by physical 

oceanographic properties 

Seabird Foraging Zone 

in the Southern 

Labrador Sea 

Supports globally significant populations of marine 

vertebrates, including an estimated 40 million seabirds 

annually. Important foraging habitat for seabirds, 

including 20 populations of over-wintering black-legged 

kittiwakes), thick-billed murres and breeding Leach’s 

storm-petrels. Encompasses the pelagic zone of the 

152,841 km2 
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EBSA Rationale for Identification/Designation Area 

Orphan Basin, continental shelf, slope and offshore 

waters inside and outside the Canadian EEZ. 

Orphan Knoll Seamounts typically support endemic populations and 

unique faunal assemblages. This seamount is an 

island of hard substratum with uniquely complex 

habitats that rise from the seafloor of the surrounding 

deep, soft sediments of the Orphan Basin. Although 

close to the adjacent continental slopes, Orphan Knoll 

is much deeper and appears to have distinctive fauna. 

Fragile and long-lived corals and sponges have been 

observed and a Taylor Cone circulation provides a 

mechanism for retention of larvae. 

12,742 km2 

Slopes of the Flemish 

Cap and Grand Bank 

Contains most of the aggregations of indicator species 

for VMEs in the NAFO Regulatory Area. Includes 

NAFO closures to protect corals and sponges and a 

component of Greenland halibut fishery grounds in 

international waters. A high diversity of marine taxa, 

including threatened and listed species, are found 

within the EBSA. 

87,817 km2 

Source: UNCBD (2017) 
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Figure 4.27 United Nations Convention on Biological Diversity Ecologically and Biologically 
Significant Areas and Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems  
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Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems 

 

Nine Vulnerable Marine Ecosystems (VMEs) containing VME indicator species and features have been 

identified within NAFO regulatory footprint area off Eastern Newfoundland (WG-EAFM 2008; WWF 

2012; FAO 2016). Information on the current VMEs, which has been accessed since the original EA 

documents were prepared, is summarized in Table 4.27 and illustrated in Figure 4.27.  

 

Table 4.27 VMEs off Eastern Newfoundland 

VME Approximate Area 

Southern Flemish Pass to Eastern Canyons 7,928 km2 

Northeast Shelf and Slope (within Canadian EEZ) 4,150 km2 

Sackville Spur 3,961 km2 

Beothuk Knoll 6,685 km2 

Northern Flemish Cap 6,650 km2 

Deep Water Coral Area 1,502 km2 

South East Shoal and Adjacent Shelf Edge/Canyons 11,930 km2 

Flemish Cap East 2,098 km2 

Division 3O Coral Closure Area 16,877 km2 

Source: WG-EAFM (2008)  

 

The Project Area and Study Area intersect with all of the VMEs in offshore Newfoundland. 

 

NAFO Fisheries Closure Areas 

 

Approximately 380,511 km2 (15 percent) of the NAFO Regulatory Area is closed to bottom fishing 

(NAFO 2017) (Figure 4.28). This includes areas closed to protect corals, sponges and VME features 

such as seamounts. NAFO FCAs are discussed in the original EA Report (Section 4.2.4) and the 

Eastern Newfoundland SEA (Amec 2014). Subsequently, the Eastern Flemish Cap (14) NAFO FCA 

was closed to bottom fishing in 2017 (Table 4.28). This new FCA overlaps with the Project Area and 

Study Area. Note that the Project Area and Study also overlap with 18 other NAFO FCAs in offshore 

Newfoundland. These include 13 previously designated high sponge and coral concentration areas 

surrounding the Flemish Cap, the 3O Coral Area Closure, the Orphan Knoll Seamount, Newfoundland 

Seamounts, Fogo Seamounts (1) and Fogo Seamounts (2), which were discussed in the 2014 EA 

Report. 

 

Table 4.28 Eastern Flemish Cap (14) NAFO Fisheries Closure Area 

Closure Area Area 

Eastern Flemish Cap (14) 239 km2 

Source: FAO (2016); NAFO (2017) 
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Figure 4.28 NAFO Fisheries Closure Areas off Eastern Newfoundland 
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4.5.2 Environmental Effects Assessment 

 

Identified protected and sensitive areas within and near the Study Area were identified, described and 

mapped in Section 4.2.4 of the original EA Report, with updated information (where available and 

relevant) being provided in the preceding section. As discussed in Chapter 2 of this EA Update, planned 

Project activities will occur in an offshore area that is located hundreds of kilometres from shore. They 

will therefore not occur within, or otherwise interact directly with, any of the existing provincial or federal 

Parks, Ecological Reserves, Wildlife Reserves, MPAs, MBSs, IBAs or other locations that have been 

designated as protected or sensitive on or around the Island of Newfoundland.  

 

The overall Project and Study Areas do, however, overlap with a number of identified protected or 

sensitive areas in the offshore environment, as illustrated in the preceding Figures and in the original 

EA Report. Table 4.29 below lists those that overlap with the planed 2018 survey area. 

 

Table 4.29 Summary of Special Areas that Overlap the Planned 2018 GrandSPAN Survey Area 

Type Name 

  

Canadian EBSAs 

Lilly Canyon-Carson Canyon 

Northeast Slope 

Notre Dame Channel 

Orphan Spur 

 Marine Refuges 
Funk Island Deep Closure 

Northeast Newfoundland Slope Closure 

Canadian Fisheries Closures Funk Island Deep Box 

Snow Crab Stewardship  

Exclusion Zones 
Crab Fishing Area – 8BX 

UN Convention on Biological 

Diversity EBSAs 

Seabird Foraging Zone in the Southern Labrador Sea 

Orphan Knoll 

Slopes of the Flemish Cap and Grand Bank 

VMEs 

Northeast Shelf and Slope (within Canadian EEZ) 

Sackville Spur 

Northern Flemish Cap 

Southern Flemish Pass to Eastern Canyons 

Flemish Cap East 

Deep Water Coral Area 

Beothuk Knoll 

NAFO Fisheries Closures 

 

Flemish Pass / Eastern Canyon (2) 

Beothuk Knoll (3) 

Eastern Flemish Cap (4) 

Northeast Flemish Cap (5) 

Sackville Spur (6) 

Northern Flemish Cap (7) 

Northern Flemish Cap (8) 

Northern Flemish Cap (9) 

Northwest Flemish Cap (10) 

Northwest Flemish Cap (11) 

Northwest Flemish Cap (12) 
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Type Name 

Beothuk Knoll (13) 

Eastern Flemish Cap (14) 

Orphan Knoll Seamount 

 

There are no known prohibitions of marine activities such as those being proposed as part of this Project 

within these special areas, with the Project having little or no potential to result in adverse environmental 

effects upon these areas (see Section 5.9.2 of the original EA Report).  

 

As described for the various preceding biophysical VECs, the Project is not expected to result in any 

significant adverse effects upon marine fish, birds, mammals, sea turtles or their habitats. It will therefore 

not adversely affect the ecological features, processes and integrity of any marine or coastal areas, 

including the protected and sensitive areas that are part of this VEC. The implementation of the various 

environmental protection measures and procedures outlined throughout the EA Report, including those 

which are designed to avoid or reduce Project-related discharges and/or disturbances and their 

associated environmental effects, will also serve to help address any direct or indirect potential effects 

on overlapping or adjacent protected and sensitive areas. All of the mitigation measures and 

commitments outlined in the EA Report and subsequent filings remain applicable and will be 

implemented and adhered to by GXT for the planned 2018 survey activity. 

 

The nature and scale of the planned 2018 activities and the updated baseline information provided 

above therefore do not change the results of the environmental effects assessment for this VEC, and 

the Project is still not likely to result in significant adverse environmental effects on protected or sensitive 

areas.  

 

 

 

 

 

  


