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welght in biofilm each day, and it makes up 45
to 59 per cent of their total diet, the researchers
report. This means the average flock of 100,000
sandpipers consumes almost 20 tonnes a day.

The scientists will join the birds in the air with &
research plane from Simon Fraser University,
fited with special cameras and sensors that can
discern wavelengths not visible to humans but
seen by some birds. "It's a possibility that as they're flying over they can look
down from several thousand feet up and see that Wow, there is some in that
estuary,’ " says Elner, who suspects biofilm is plentiful at all the sandpipers’
refuelling stops, which include San Francisco Bay and the Stikine River
estuary on the Alaska Panhandle.

“Threats to biofilm,” Elner and his colleagues say in their report, should be
assessed when considering future development.

The most obvious threat is the port just south of
Vancouver, which already casts a long shadow
over Roberts Bank. A four-kilometre causeway
cuts across the south end of the bank leading to
the port where coal is loaded onto ships bound
for Asia, and towering cranes pull containers off
ships that have Just arrived. The por, key to
B.C.'s $13-billion Asia-Pacific Gateway project
o expand trade, is in the midst of a $400-
million expansion due for completion in 2009,
The Vancouver Fraser Paort Authority has a proposal to further double the
port's capacity with Terminal 2, expected to cost well over $1 billion. The plan
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favoured feeding ground.

Mixing migratory birds and massive ports is seen by many as a recipe for
disaster and is one of the reasons citizen and environmental groups oppose
the expansion.

Darrell Desjardin, director of environmental programs at the port authority,
says the federal corporation Intends to do right by the birds and the biofilm
they eat. Desjardin suggested the Terminal 2 expansion might actually benefit
the sandpipers if methods can be devised to arificially enhance production of
the biofilm.

Elner does not rule out the possibility. But he stresses there are still many
unanswered questions about the natural process creating and replenishing
the sticky goo the birds find so "delectable” — questions both he and Desjardin
say will have to be answered as part of the formal environmental assessment
as Terminal 2 moves head.
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