
Comment re. proposed bridge construction at the downstream end of Herrling Island 

My name is Michael Church. I am a professor emeritus of geography in the University of British 
Columbia. My research expertise is fluvial geomorphology – the study of rivers.  I have investigated 
lower Fraser River for more than forty years. I was the principal author of the 2001 report1 that 
established the gravel budget of lower Fraser River and formed the basis for a subsequent federal-
provincial interim agreement on gravel management in the river. In 2010 I provided Emergency 
Management BC with advice on sediment management2 in the gravel reach. 

I understand that it is proposed to construct a private bridge across the Herrling side channel at the 
lower end of Herrling Island to facilitate access to a proposed agricultural land development on the 
island. Over the last decade gravel moving within the reach has accumulated on Tranmer Bar, opposite 
the lower end of Herrling Island. The consequent lateral growth of Tranmer Bar has forced the main 
channel toward the left (Herrling) bank so that extensive erosion has occurred there. This process is 
likely to continue until the lower end of the island is entirely eroded away, along with the bridge landing 
on the Herrling side. This is an entirely natural process in the river related to movement and 
redistribution of gravel within the reach. It is, moreover, the process by which aquatic habitat is serially 
renewed and the rich productivity in the reach in salmon, in other fishes and other wildlife is 
maintained.  

Should the bridge be constructed, its owners will undoubtedly demand that the banks of the river, both 
on the main channel side and in the Herrling side channel be heavily riprapped to prevent the result 
forecast above. This equally destroys river habitat by preventing the lateral migration of channels that 
effects habitat renewal and would be highly undesirable within any policy that seeks to maintain the 
integrity and productivity of the river environment. Riprap inhibits the lateral movement of the channel, 
and it also largely isolates the channel from drop-in organic matter that is an important carbon source 
for the aquatic ecosystem (as does tree clearance on the banks, which will happen to facilitate the riprap 
placement). 

In more general terms, gravel transporting rivers naturally undergo lateral shifting of their channels in 
the manner currently under way at lower Herrling Island as a natural part of their function in 
transporting and redistributing gravel along the channel. The ecosystem of the river is adapted to this 
process and relies on it for the maintenance of habitat quality (hence productivity). Consequently, the 
“channel zone” in all such rivers consists of a wider extent than the width of the current channel. In 
Fraser River, the width of the current channel is about 525 m; I have estimated that the desirable 
channel zone width in the gravel reach is 1500 m, on average, and certainly should not be less than 1200 
m. The islands in the channel are part of the channel zone – they are only temporary, most having a 
lifetime of only a century or so3. They should not be subject to development of any kind. The islands 
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should be reserved as part of the channel and left entirely in a natural state. It would not be 
unreasonable to extend the ecological reserve status of Wellington Island to all the islands and bars in 
the gravel reach, or otherwise to place them in a conservational state. 

Respectfully presented 

Michael Church, FRSC, D.Sc., P.Geo.(BC) 


