Burke Mountain Naturalists Submission to the four Green Energy Task Forces

December 31, 2009
The following comments were submitted to all four Task Forces:

We believe the findings and recommendations of the Green Energy Task Forces will be severely undermined by the inadequate time allocated for public consultation, the manner in which input is being sought (e.g., no public meetings), the lack of transparency, the possible conflicts of interest of some Task Force members and the absence of overview draft policy documents which should accompany such an important consultation and guide the public discussion.  We are dismayed submissions can be kept confidential upon request and by the absence of a requirement for the Task Forces to release their findings and recommendations to the public.  We request our submission become part of the public record.


We strongly support and broadly endorse the views expressed in the “Recommendations for Responsible Clean Electricity Development in British Columbia” report submitted by the David Suzuki Foundation, Pembina Institute, Watershed Watch Salmon Society and West Coast Environmental Law and endorsed by a number of NGOs in BC.


In addition, we make the following specific comments:

1.  A clear definition of what is meant by “green energy” is required; such a definition should exclude all processes which release carbon dioxide.

In our view, processes which result in CO2 emissions cannot qualify as green energy because any carbon dioxide released will contribute to global warming.  Thus, waste-to-energy initiatives in which municipal (or other waste) is incinerated should not qualify as green energy.  Similarly, the combustion of wood should not qualify as green energy unless there is an accompanying process/mechanism by which the carbon so released can be re-captured within a reasonably short time frame (i.e., within a decade or less).  The rationale for such a short time frame can be justified by the urgent need to reduce GHG emissions.    A recent article in Science, “Fixing a Critical Climate Accounting Error” (Science 326, 527-528, 2009) outlined why it is so important to properly account for all CO2 emissions including those from so-called biogenic emissions.

These additional comments were submitted to the (1) Green Energy Advisory Task Force on Procurement and Regulatory Reform:   This task force was asked to recommend improvements to BC Hydro’s procurement and regulatory regimes to enhance clarity, certainty and competitiveness in promoting clean and cost-effective power generation; and identify possible improvements to future clean power calls and procurement processes.

2.  BC Hydro should have an equal opportunity to develop new electricity resources similar to that of any private company.

3.  Energy conservation must take precedence over energy development.  We need a provincial electricity plan to be developed which will describe how much new electricity is required, how conservation can be used to meet most of our future electricity needs and what new sources of electricity are required to meet future needs.  New electricity needs should be quantified with regard to meeting base load as well as peak demand periods.  Policies must be developed to determine how intermittent electricity sources can best be used to meet these demands.

4.  BC Hydro should not be forced to purchase more electricity than is reasonably expected to be required to meet the needs of its customers.  Existing electricity purchases by BC Hydro will result in considerable future costs to electricity users.  The desirability of BC Hydro undertaking further purchases of such expensive electricity priced well above market prices is highly questionable.

5.  BC Hydro should not be put in the position, through Special Directives or other measures, of being required to store water in their reservoir system in a manner which will maximize output from seasonal and costly electricity production from private run-of-river projects.  BC Hydro should retain the ability to use their reservoirs in accordance with the principles under which they currently operate – to provide reliable and low-cost electricity to customers in BC.

6.  The vital role played by BCUC as an independent regulatory agency must be affirmed; its jurisdiction should be expanded to allow BCUC to consider environmental impacts in addition to social issues and costs.

These additional comments were submitted to the (2) Green Energy Advisory Task Force on Carbon Pricing, Trading and Export Market Development:   This task force was asked to develop recommendations to advance British Columbia’s interests in any future national or international cap and trade system, and to maximize the value of B.C.’s green-energy attributes in all power generated and distributed within and beyond B.C.’s borders. The task force was also asked to assess the market opportunity for B.C.’s clean and renewable electricity, plus any barriers and how they may be addressed, including any future national or international cap and trade system.

2.  BC Hydro should have an equal opportunity to develop new electricity resources similar to that of any private company.  BC Hydro should not be put in the position, through Special Directives or other measures, of being required to store water in their reservoir system in a manner which will maximize output from seasonal and costly electricity production from private run-of-river projects.  BC Hydro should retain the ability to use their reservoirs in accordance with the principles under which they currently operate – to provide reliable and low-cost electricity to customers in BC.

3.  The vital role played by BCUC as an independent regulatory agency must be affirmed; its jurisdiction should be expanded to allow BCUC to consider environmental impacts in addition to social issues and costs.
BCUC should continue to have a strong and independent regulatory role.
4.  Clean energy resources can only be developed at some cost to the environment (e.g. loss of forests through transmission line construction).  Therefore, it is important, if energy is developed for the export market, that this energy does not support, subsidize and promote unsustainable practices to jurisdictions where it is to be exported..  If electricity export is desirable, electricity should only be exported to jurisdictions when electricity conservation policies and environmental protection regulations have achieved a level at least equal to what exists in BC. 

5.  There should be a policy in place to ensure that the needs of electricity users in BC have a priority over the export market.  The present rules under NAFTA prevent this; therefore, NAFTA should be modified or a mechanism should be established to allow electricity exports to be restricted under some circumstances.  Alternatively, electricity exports should not be subject to NAFTA regulations..

6.  Pricing should not be the only mechanism used to regulate the market.  The government has potential to play a significant role simply through its ability to put regulations into place; full use should be made of this potential.  There is a risk that implementation of cap and trade policies will reward polluters and not take into account all environmental impacts.

7.  The BC Energy Plan should be revised in conjunction with public consultation.  At present, there are many inconsistencies in the plan.  For example, it is difficult for the public to support stringent conservation measures for electricity (e.g., shutting down Burrard Thermal) when, at the same time, the government is subsidizing and promoting the extraction of fossil fuels.

These additional comments were submitted to the (3) Green Energy Advisory Task Force on Community Engagement and First Nations Partnerships:  This task force was asked to develop recommendations to ensure that First Nations and communities see clear benefits from the development of clean and renewable electricity and have a clear opportunity for input in project development in their areas. It was asked to  work in partnership with First Nations, not only to respect their constitutional right, but to open up new opportunities for job creation and reflect the best practices in environmental protection.

2.  The right of local communities to reject energy projects not deemed to be appropriate must be restored.  Local communities should, however, demonstrate they have given due consideration to a project and consulted with the public prior to making any decision with regard to the appropriateness of any particular project..

3.  First Nations are most certainly entitled to receive reasonable benefits from projects but we feel it is also  important that care be taken to ensure any such benefits are transferred to First Nations communities in a fair, equitable and transparent manner.  Furthermore, the process by which these benefits are shared within First Nations communities should remain transparent and under democratic control.  

4.  There should be land use planning processes established which can guide future decisions on the siting of projects.  Such planning needs to be undertaken on a provincial scale as well as at regional levels.  Meaningful public consultation should be a required component of such land use planning. 

5.  The vital role played by BCUC as an independent regulatory agency must be affirmed; its jurisdiction should be expanded to allow BCUC to consider environmental impacts in addition to social issues and costs.
BCUC should continue to have a strong and independent regulatory role. 

6.  BC Hydro should have an equal opportunity to develop new electricity resources similar to that of any private company.  BC Hydro should not be put in the position, through Special Directives or other measures, of being required to store water in their reservoir system in a manner which will maximize output from seasonal and costly electricity production from private run-of-river projects.  BC Hydro should retain the ability to use their reservoirs in accordance with the principles under which they currently operate – to provide reliable and low-cost electricity to customers in BC.

These additional comments submitted to the (4) Green Energy Advisory Task Force on Resource Development:  This task force was asked to identify impediments to and best practices for planning and permitting new clean, renewable-electricity generation to ensure that development happens in an environmentally sustainable way. The task force was also asked to consider allocation of forest fibre to support energy development and invite input from solar, tidal, wave and other clean energy sectors to develop strategies to enhance their competitiveness.

2.  BC Hydro should have an equal opportunity to develop new electricity resources similar to that of any private company.  BC Hydro should not be put in the position, through Special Directives or other measures, of being required to store water in their reservoir system in a manner which will maximize output from seasonal and costly electricity production from private run-of-river projects.  BC Hydro should retain the ability to use their reservoirs in accordance with the principles under which they currently operate – to provide reliable and low-cost electricity to customers in BC.

3.  The vital role played by BCUC as an independent regulatory agency must be affirmed; its jurisdiction should be expanded to allow BCUC to consider environmental impacts in addition to social issues and costs.
BCUC should continue to have a strong and independent regulatory role.
4.  There is an urgent need for land use planning to determine the areas of BC most suited for green energy generation and to identify those areas deemed too environmentally-sensitive for such development.  This includes off-shore development of wind, wave and tidal proposals, etc.  An overall planning framework needs to be developed in which tradeoffs and impacts on wildlife are clearly understood and described.  Local communities, First Nations and members of the public should be involved in such land use planning exercises.

5.  When planning for clusters of run-of-river developments within one area, it is important to leave some rivers untouched by industrial development so that species, such as grizzly bears, will be able to move with ease through their natural habitat.

6.  There is presently little recognition given to the fact that rivers in BC are shared resources which provide wide variety of values to many people.  For example, a river developed for run-of-river hydro should not become impaired in its ability to sustain salmon, species at risk or meet the needs of public recreation.

Regulations put in place to protect salmon habitat or that of species at risk must be respected, not compromised or weakened.  At the very least, all green electricity developments should be expected to comply with existing regulations already in place (e.g., FRPA) to protect ecosystems and the species they sustain.  Ideally, green electricity developments should be required to meet much higher standards than presently in place under the FRPA.

Adequate, long-term monitoring to ensure ecosystem protection is critically important.  The costs for doing this should not fall upon the provincial purse but rather be funded by fees collected from the projects subject to monitoring.  To ensure independence, monitoring should be done by the provincial government and all reporting should be transparent to the public because the resources being used are public resources.

7.  It is critically important to develop and enforce sensible regulations for run-of-river hydro projects.  For example, transmission corridors should not be allowed to cross (over or under) provincial parks.  Run-of-river developments should not be considered if permanent diversions of rivers outside their watersheds are proposed.  To date, the absence of such clear regulations has wasted considerable time on the part of the public and caused considerable expense on the part of some project proponents.  On both sides, much has been wasted and public discussions have become polarized - all because of the lack of clarity and direction on the part of government. 

8.  The Environmental Assessment office should have the authority to schedule public meetings in sensible locations within population centers and the public should be assured of having sufficient information and opportunity to have meaningful input into the review processes.  If a thousand people show up for a 3 hour public meeting, clearly, additional meetings must be scheduled to ensure that all those who wish to speak and ask questions have an opportunity to do so.  Better use could be made of the EA website to post responses to questions asked at public meetings or submitted to government.  For complex projects, the time allocated for public review under the Environmental Assessment Act is often inadequate.

9.    It seems fairly clear, in an era of substantial government cutbacks, that government does not have sufficient resources to review, monitor and regulate all private electricity projects.  While governmental overview is very much required, the costs for doing so should be recovered through project fees rather than from general taxation revenues.  The government must ensure that adequate rents are charged for the long term use of public resources.  There should be transparency in the way these public resources are being used.

We recommend websites be set up for each project, that all monitoring reports be posted to such websites and that stream flows rates can be viewed, preferably on a real time basis, to ensure that water licensing requirements are being met.  For example, the Ontario government has required the Plasco waste-to-energy project in Ottawa to post all their monitoring reports and air quality data to a website.

10.  It remains unclear what the long term impacts will be from substantive water withdrawals on rivers which currently sustain wild salmon populations.  We recommend research be undertaken to follow, over the long term, a number of parameters relating to stream ecology (e.g., salmon/wildlife/invertebrate abundance, stream morphology, etc.) on a set of similar streams which will either be left unmodified or subject to water withdrawals in accordance with typical instream flow requirements on rivers.  Only when the results of such research are published, will the public be able to have confidence that stream health will remain adequate after the typical water withdrawals which are currently allowed to generate run-of-river electricity.

As an example of such a study, BC Hydro’s Water Use Plan for the Coquitlam River involves following a number of parameters, over a period of at least 15 years, to determine the downstream impacts from two water flow scenarios.  Once these studies are completed, a decision will be made with regard to the long-term flow regime.  Other Water Use Plans also provide models for engaging with the public and stream stewards over a long term basis. 

11.  There should be a standard mechanism put in place to review stream flows and, if needed, alter instream flow requirements in rivers which could be impacted by melting glaciers over the next few decades.      

