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Kathy Eichenberger, Project Assessment Director

Re:  Bute Inlet Hydroelectric Project

BC Environmental Assessment Office
POB 9047 Stn Prov Govt. Victoria , BC V8W 9V1
(Phone: 250-952-6501 Fax: 250-387-2208)
eaoinfo@gov.bc.ca
and

Marie-France Therrien, Panel Manager 

Re:  Bute Inlet Hydroelectric Project
Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency

160 Elgin Street, 22nd Floor 
Place Bell Canada

Ottawa ON K1A 0H3

Marie-France.Therrien@ceaa-acee.gc.ca
(Phone: 613-957-0324 Fax: 613-957-0941)

February 18 2009


Dear Ms Eichenberger and Ms Therrien,

Re:  Bute Inlet Hydroelectric Project (Plutonic Power)

Comments on BCEA draft Terms of Reference and Request for CEAA Panel Review 

The following comments on the proposed Bute Inlet Hydroelectric project are submitted on behalf of the 4500 members of BC Nature (the Federation of BC Naturalists). 

General Comments

This proposed project in one of BC’s most spectacular fjords is huge and without precedent, requiring the construction of 267 km of permanent roads, 443 km of power lines, 142 bridges, and the damming of 17 creeks in what is now wilderness.   It has the potential to have significant impacts on salmon, grizzly bears and provincially endangered Marbled Murrelets, amongst other species. Furthermore, an unspecified amount of land will be transferred from Crown authority to a private corporation (in which General Electric is reported to have a 49% share) through long term leases or land transfer. It is not surprising, therefore, that this project has attracted widespread public interest.
We are dismayed that requests were rejected for public meetings in Vancouver and Victoria regarding the draft Terms of Reference and that Plutonic Power officials chose to not attend meetings convened by ENGOs, as an alternative, in both of these cities.  Public confidence in this project has been undermined by the resistance of Plutonic Power to engage with the public in a meaningful way.  Nor is public confidence enhanced with regard to the reliability of the information presented by Plutonic, given that their website states that:  “Once built, the project could produce enough energy to meet the electricity needs of 300,000 homes, with the ability to displace over 2 million tonnes of greenhouse gases annually (based upon 0.34 T/MWh carbon dioxide emissions for a gas fired plant and 1.0 T/MWh for a coal fired plant displacement with a 50/50 coal/gas split.”  Since most of the electricity produced in BC is hydroelectric, producing low if any greenhouse gas emissions, such a statement appears unconvincing and misleading.

The Bute Inlet project, among all the so-called run of river projects recently proposed and/or permitted in BC, is unprecedented in its scope and potential environmental impact.  With a peak generating capacity of 1027 MW, it should be subject, at the very least, to public input processes commensurate with those undertaken by BC Hydro for its major projects. To date, public consultation for Site C (estimated to have a 900 MW peak capacity), which remains in its “preconsultation” phase prior to the development of draft Terms of Reference, has included at least 10 public meetings in venues across the province.

It should also be noted that, for the draft Terms of Reference for the 246 km Interior to Lower Mainland (ILM) project, the BC Transmission Corporation (BCTC) held public meetings in five communities including the lower mainland.  The Bute Inlet project calls for construction of 443 km of transmission lines, which far exceeds the distance the BCTC is proposing for the “twinning” of the (ILM) transmission route.  It appears therefore that public engagement in proposed electricity projects is less thorough when private corporations are the proponents rather than crown corporations.  This is unacceptable.

In addition to its 1027 MW peak capacity and 443 km of transmission lines, the Bute Inlet project would dramatically alter the hydrology of 17 rivers and result in the construction of 267 km of permanent roads requiring a minimum of 142 bridges - all to be built in wilderness areas.  An unspecified amount of forested land will be converted to other uses with impacts on wildlife as well as the timber harvesting land base.  Tourism, including future opportunities, and species at risk will be negatively impacted. 

It is important to note that, while the project will have major environmental impacts, the electricity produced by it will be intermittent in supply and produce most of its electricity during spring, which is when BC Hydro has excess capacity during freshet.  Not only this, during the winter, high elevation intakes will be frozen over and electricity from Bute will, for the most part, be unavailable during the peak months of electricity demand in BC.  The overall value of this project is therefore questionable from any perspective. 
Finally, the Bute Inlet project must not be considered in isolation from other similar projects proposed or already permitted in this area.  These include projects in East Toba/Montrose (196 MW capacity, Plutonic Power), Upper Toba (166 MW, Plutonic Power), Knight Inlet (121 MW, Plutonic Power), Toba/Powell/Jervis (180 MW, Hawkeye Energy), Klinaklini/Knight (700 MW, Kleana Power) and Tzoonie (62 MW, Stl’ixwim Hydro).  In total, these projects would dam, divert and significantly dewater 44 rivers and fundamentally alter every inlet on this portion of the BC coast.  In addition, Hawkeye is examining potential for another 22 run-of-river projects within this same area.   How are the cumulative impacts of all these projects going to be assessed in a meaningful way?  These projects are proceeding in the absence of any strategic land use planning or a public process to determine the best future options for electricity supply and conservation in BC.  We believe it is imperative for the province to convene such planning and engage with the public. 
Given the massive scope of this project, its potential impact on public resources, and limited ability to meet the needs of BC electricity consumers, we request the environmental assessment be conducted at the highest level of review possible under CEAA, with public hearings in major population centers in BC. We recommend that the project be referred to the Minister of Environment for assessment by review panel.
In addition to these overall comments, we also submit the following comments specific to the draft Terms of Reference.

PART II: CONTENT OF THE ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT STATEMENT

VOL. I – INTRODUCTION AND PROJECT BACKGROUND 

Section 1.3.1: Need for and Purpose of the Project

The proponent’s description of the need for the project must include an analysis of why it is needed in light of the findings of the study conducted for BC Hydro, which showed that implementation of conservation measures alone would allow BC to meet future electricity needs by 2027 without the need for any additional new sources. The proponent must also verify the intended market for the electricity to be generated (local, BC or beyond) and document, over the long term, how many permanent, full-time local jobs would be created.

Information on “Green Power” generation and BC’s target to reduce greenhouse gases must include calculations of the carbon footprint from construction. These inputs need to be calculated so that the public can understand how many years these projects would have to operate before they would become truly greenhouse gas free.  Greenhouse gas emissions created by the manufacture of equipment, use of concrete, etc. as well as those expended by travel to and from the site should all be included.  This information is important, because the public is often assured that run of river projects generate only “green energy”, and the greenhouse gases created during construction and on-going maintenance of the project never seem to be taken into consideration.

1.3.2:  Project benefits

For a proper understanding of benefits, it is important that these be measured against the costs.

The bulleted list of predicted benefits should therefore be accompanied by a list of potential “costs” – for example potential negative effects on wildlife populations, impacts on tourism, the loss of wilderness in a wild and scenic area, etc.

2.1:  Consultation Overview

This section acknowledges at the start that “the proponent is required to continue to provide up to date information describing the project to the public and Aboriginal groups, and especially to the communities likely to be most affected by the project…” .  We would like to point out that   “especially” does not mean “only”, and that the proponent needs to explain here why the public in Victoria and the Lower Mainland were excluded from the public consultation process, in spite of the high level of public interest and specific requests for meetings in Victoria and Vancouver.   

2.2  Pre-Submission Consultation

2.2.2:  Public

Public open houses need to be held in Campbell River, Victoria and Vancouver in addition to Powell River and Sechelt.   In conjunction with the Open Houses, we ask also that the EA Office consider holding public meetings, where the public can ask questions of a panel, such as the meetings the EAO held in Smithers last fall in connection with the Davidson Project.   While Open Houses provide important information from displays, not everyone gets to speak to a company official; on the other hand, public meetings with a panel are a very effective way of educating the public, with the advantage that all those attending are able to hear the discussion. 
2.2.3 Stakeholder Organizations

As a province-wide organization of naturalists concerned about ecosystem health and integrity, we wish to be recognized as a legitimate stakeholder in regard to this project.

CHAPTER III – PROJECT DESCRIPTION

Sections 3.5.2 and 3.5.3;  3.6.2 and 3.6.3, dealing with transmission lines and access roads respectively.  

· The Terms of Reference should require the proponent to undertake detailed studies on avoiding avian collisions with transmission lines, and explain how avian electrocutions will be dealt with and monitored. 
· The Terms of Reference need to specify that transmission towers will avoid unstable slopes.
· The use of herbicides is a matter of concern to us.   The proponent needs to specify how it is proposed to control unwanted vegetation along the transmission lines and access roads, and identify all optional methods for doing so.
· Transmission lines have the potential for introduction of invasive species. The proponent should specify how this risk will be handled and mitigated.

· Cutting right of ways for transmission lines and access roads has the potential for altering wildlife movements.  This issue should be addressed as part of the wildlife studies, particularly in light of cumulative effects from other similar developments in the area, as mentioned above.

VOLUME II – PROJECT SETTING AND CHARACTERISTICS

There is no reference in the draft Terms of Reference to protected areas.   The project setting includes Homathko Estuary Provincial Park, the primary purpose of which is to protect the conservation values of a Pacific Coast estuary.   The Terms of Reference need to explicitly state how the proponent intends to avoid impacts on this park.
2.1:  Climate

The description and overview of prevailing climate conditions needs to include climate change predictions and an assessment of how these will affect the project.

3.1: Hydrology

The Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) needs to take into account the melting of glaciers that is occurring due to climate change, and the predicted consequences of this for water supply.
Impacts on ground water need to be included.

3.2: Water Quality

The EIS needs to include a risk assessment of factors that could potentially damage water quality in the rivers affected, and full description of the measures undertaken to maintain water quality in perpetuity.
VOLUME IV – AQUATIC ENVIRONMENT

Run-of-river projects can have significant biological impacts on river systems that are dammed and diverted, depending in large part on the degree of diversion that occurs. 

We request that the following be included in the Terms of Reference:

Section 1.1 Aquatic habitats. 

· information on the height of the weirs, headpond locations and the size of wetlands to be flooded.

· specification of how many kilometers of river habitat utilized by anadromous and non-anadromous species will be impacted.

· instream flow requirements (IFR) to be developed that take into account the habitat requirements of aquatic and riparian-dependent species.  (Often IFR are not developed until after the completion of the environmental assessment with the result that the public has no way of knowing what the magnitude of the water diversion will be.) We ask that IFR be developed prior to release of the reports for the next stage of the environmental assessment so that the public will fully comprehend the extent of the proposed water diversions.  

· estimates of how much the water table will drop along stretches of river to be diverted and potential impacts on the riparian ecosystem. 

· the need for hydrographs which demonstrate river flows before and after diversion throughout the calendar year.  The proponent should be required to monitor water flows on the river for five years  to develop a reliable hydrograph.   

· A description of an equipment failure alarm system that will function effectively under all weather conditions, and estimated response time. This need is highlighted by the equipment failure on Miller Creek, a run of river power project near Pemberton which led to an unplanned dramatic drop in water levels in the river.  This equipment failure coupled with the lack of attention paid to the two-alarm system (locally and in Edmonton) resulted in the operators taking no action despite serious equipment failure.  In fact, the severe water drop was noticed only by local farmers who reported it.  In the remote Bute Inlet, there are unlikely to be many people around to report such equipment failures and subsequent threats to the aquatic ecosystem.  

· An explanation of how excess sediment in the head pond will be released without having deleterious impacts on fish habitat downstream.  

· Information on the size of headponds and their capacity for water storage relative to natural flows in the rivers.  We are concerned about the impacts these headponds could have on wildlife, including harlequin ducks.  It is our understanding that these ducks move downstream towards the end of the breeding season by following natural water flows and that headponds on run-of-river projects act as barriers to prevent such movements.  The proponents should discuss this issue, undertake relevant studies and describe how they would deal with these impacts.

· The proponent should also describe where access roads, intake structures, power houses and diversion pipes will be located relative to riparian areas and how impacts to aquatic habitat will be avoided during their construction.  The proponents should quantify how much riparian area will be destroyed or damaged as a result of such construction.

1.2:  Aquatic fauna

The proponent must fully inventory (applying Resource Inventory Committee (RIC) standards) all species which rely on the aquatic environment and describe how these species and their habitat would be impacted. 

VOLUME V – TERRESTRIAL WILDLIFE AND VEGETATION

Given that this project will require the construction of permanent buildings, roads and transmission lines, impacts on the terrestrial environment will likely be significant.  We therefore request that the following concerns be taken into account in developing the Terms of Reference.
The proponent should provide detailed descriptions of the age class and composition of the forest to be lost to transmission lines, permanent roads, temporary roads, borrow pits, air strips, camp sites and related power project construction.  The proponent must avoid impacts in areas of old growth or mature forests.  Of particular importance, the proponents must avoid impacts to marbled murrelet and mountain goat habitat as well as to habitat identified for species at risk.  These should include all COSEWIC-listed species as well as red- and blue-listed species or candidates for such listing in BC.  Should there be any such anticipated impacts, the proponent must provide detailed explanations as to why they believe these impacts cannot be avoided.

It is our understanding that guidelines to protect habitat and prevent damage that have been prepared for forestry activities do not automatically apply to run-of-river projects.   If this is indeed the case, it is unacceptable to us, because to allow exceptions is to allow species at risk to be nickeled and dimed away.   It only makes sense to apply the same standards to all those who are extracting resources from coastal forests.  We ask that the proponent describe what regulations and/or guidelines they are required to follow and explain where these divert from standards developed for the forestry industry. 

Bute Inlet is famous for the grizzly bears which inhabit this area.  Grizzly bears are a major contributor to ecotourism opportunities in British Columbia.  The proponent should describe any landscape level planning for grizzly bear habitat.  If such work has not been undertaken in Bute Inlet, it should be required as part of this environmental assessment.  In particular, the proponents should identify corridors and low mountain passes which serve as critical areas for bears (and other species) to move between watersheds.  Such corridors should remain undisturbed.  All inventory work must be carried out according to RIC standards In addition, the proponents should identify areas considered critical for grizzly bear activities such as feeding and movement corridors. Disturbance to these areas must be avoided. 

Bute Inlet also contains critical habitat for marbled murrelets.  The proponent should clearly identify all habitat areas used by marbled murrelets and ensure such areas are left undisturbed.  The proponent should describe how they will locate transmission lines to avoid impacts on marbled murrelets as they fly between nesting and feeding areas.

The proponent should also seek to avoid impacts to winter range for ungulates especially for that of mountain goats.  In addition, they should describe how they will avoid impacts to mountain goats and their habitat throughout the year (especially with regard to helicopter flights in spring during kidding), and other movements of personnel and equipment.   

The proponent should also inventory and describe critical habitat for migratory birds and describe how they will avoid impacts on migratory birds.  Such strategies should include avoiding clearing during the nesting season and seeking pesticide-free solutions to control vegetation under transmission lines.  Any designated old growth management areas (OGMAs) should be clearly identified and, if they actually contain mature forest and/or critical habitat, a plan should be developed to avoid impacts on them.

Bute Inlet is known to be subject to severe weather including outflow storms.  The proponents should describe their plans for dealing with such severe weather including avalanches which could block roads, and high rainfall events which could wash out roads and sever connections to projects.  Given that considerable environmental damage could occur during such periods, it is important the proponent develop realistic emergency plans to deal with such events.

Invasive Species

The TOR needs to include a description of how the proponent intends to control invasive plant species. 

Fire Management

We don’t see any reference to fire management in the draft ToR.  Forest fires present a significant risk in many areas of the province and are predicted to become more frequent with climate change.  The proponent should fully describe how they anticipate their project will increase or decrease the risk of fire in Bute Inlet and describe any mitigation measures that could be taken.

VOL VII ABORIGINAL CONSIDERATIONS AND SOCIO-ECONOMIC SETTING

CHAPTER III – SOCIO-ECONOMICS

We request that the following concerns be addressed in the terms of reference:
Impacts on Ecotourism and Visual Quality:

The socio-economic assessment needs to include analyses of the potential impacts of this project on tourism, especially ecotourism.  At present, Bute Inlet is a spectacular wilderness area where grizzly bears can be viewed within a day’s reach of Vancouver.  Surely, this is a highly valued ecosystem component that merits protection and is one that is highly cherished by most residents of British Columbia.  As naturalists, we believe that such values – which are irreplaceable, once lost - merit the highest consideration.

Unspoiled scenery and wilderness is an extremely important component of ecotourism.  Therefore visual quality objectives should be considered as part of the environmental assessment as this area in increasingly visited by tourists and residents who wish to experience the spectacular coastline of British Columbia.  Transmission lines, for example, can mar a landscape and detract considerably from a wilderness atmosphere and experience.  They do not grow back but remain forever as a visible footprint.
VOL VIII -  IMPACT ASSESSMENT

This section is currently organized so that impacts are to be assessed under the headings of different stages of the Project – Construction, Operations and Maintenance and so on.  We are concerned that the impacts on fish and wildlife species and their ecosystem components, visual quality, etc. will be diffused through this type of organization, and recommend that there be a section in this volume dealing specifically with environmental impacts of the project from all activities.
Section 2.7  Cumulative Environmental Impacts.   Cumulative impact assessments (CIAs) need to be based on baseline studies that describe the state of the landscapes and their component ecosystems prior to development, and determine, on the basis of professional judgment, the limits of acceptable change for maintainance of the ecological integrity of the area.   The CIA must also take into consideration the other developments underway in the region, including those mentioned at the beginning of this letter. 
GENERAL COMMENTS ON THE EA PROCESS:  

It is our view that members of the public often play an important role in highlighting the need to preserve natural attributes and to protect species at risk and wilderness values for future generations.  In this regard, the draft Terms of Reference for the Bute Inlet provide few details and inadequate descriptions.  It provides little assurance that this EA will be conducted in a thorough manner.  It should not fall upon the public to request details that should have been supplied in the draft Terms of Reference as a matter of course.

Public stakeholder groups, such as BC Nature, have put considerable effort into reviewing the draft Terms of Reference and gathering information so that they can better understand the project.  These stakeholders should be given ongoing formal opportunities to continue to review the project as details are worked out, studies are released and the project proceeds.  We recognize there will be one further opportunity to comment on the environmental assessment but once that process is complete, public stakeholder groups will be excluded from future dialogues.  Given that Plutonic Power is a private corporation, we expect that information about such topics as equipment failures, ongoing required monitoring reports, etc., will be very difficult for the public to access.  We know of at least one instance, where a provincial government has required a company to post ongoing environmental monitoring reports to a website (Plasco Waste-to-Energy Project in Ottawa, Ontario).  We recommend that such a public reporting process be required as a component of this project.
To make the EA process more transparent, the public should be provided with a list of members of the Review Committee, the dates of their meetings and their full comments on the forthcoming reports.  In addition, it would be reasonable for members of this committee to provide information on the amount of time they have spent reviewing the project.  Members of the public fear that, given the large number of projects proposed and, thus, the heavy workload placed on a limited number of staff, the review process by government is less rigorous than would be desirable.  If the review process is to be fully effective and protective of the environment, it is critical the provincial Ministry of Environment and federal Ministries not be under-resourced in terms of staff and available time.  The public interest should be properly served through a fully transparent EA process and the relevant Ministries should be adequately resourced for review.

On behalf of BC Nature, I trust our suggestions will be incorporated into the Terms of References.  In closing, I repeat our request that the environmental assessment be conducted at the highest level of review possible under CEAA, with public hearings in major population centers in BC.

Yours sincerely,

Anne Murray

Conservation Chair
BC Nature
Copy:

Honourable Gordon Campbell, BC Premier
Honourable Jim Prentice, Canada 's Minister of the Environment
Honourable Barry Penner , BC Minister of Environment
Honourable Blair Lekstrom BC Minister of Energy Mines and Resources
John Duncan, MP North Island
John Weston, MP Sunshine Coast
Claire Trevena, MLA North Island
Nicholas Simons, MLA Sunshine Coast

premier@gov.bc.ca ; Prentice.J@parl.gc.ca ; Barry.Penner@gov.bc.ca 
EMPR.Minister@gov.bc.ca ; Duncan.J@parl.gc.ca ; westoj@parl.gc.ca ; 
claire.trevena.mla@leg.bc.ca ; nicholas.simons.mla@leg.bc.ca
[image: image2.jpg]&nature “To Know Nature

FEDERATION OF BC NATURALISTS and to Keep it Worth Knowing”

ost-consumer

3
B
2
8
1
~

c/o Heritage Centre, 1620 Mount Seymour Road, North Vancouver, BC V7G 2R9
Tel (604) 985-3057 — Fax (604) 985-3059 — E-mail manager@bcnature.ca — www.bcnature.ca




PAGE  
9

