Private Run-of-the-River Power Projects: Where We Stand.

Introduction: There is no question that the tsunami of private “run-of-the-river” power projects (IPPs) has hit the greater Sunshine Coast region harder than anywhere else in the province. We have cursorily examined a large number of these proposals and found that they vary widely from huge mega-projects involving a score of diversions and major environmental impacts to  small projects that appear to have been reasonably well-designed and appropriately sited. Unfortunately, the IPP gold rush mentality has resulted in major public policy challenges. Just to make matters even more complicated, there are many different, often conflicting opinions apparent within the SCCA’s membership and among its’ allies regarding the value of these power projects. We see a similar diversity of opinion among First Nations. How to sort this all out? 

Biodiversity Protection: To begin with, our mission is to protect biodiversity and to seek protection for the region’s most ecologically significant lands and waters. Our intention is first and foremost to ensure that our efforts fall within this mandate. This means, for example, that the SCCA will not take a position with regard to the “public verses private” hydroelectric development debate because the public verses private power generation argument is well outside our mandate. The SCCA will pursue the protection of biodiversity without regard to public or private project ownership. That said, we are glad that so many others (including SCCA members) will engage on this issue.

Need for the Project: Another major question involves the need for these projects; are they really necessary? Proponents claim that IPPs are “green” energy and are needed to cope with the challenges of human-caused global climate change. Conversely, many of our members see IPPs as extremely damaging industrial mega-installations that pose major threats to natural ecosystems and the services they provide, for example, water, recreation opportunities, fish and wildlife habitat. Again, it is not within our mandate to determine if there is an economic justification for run-of-the-river projects, although we are pleased to see these issues being raised. Generally speaking the SCCA supports development of genuinely renewable energy sources, but not at all costs.

Conflicting Jurisdictions: Another area of conflict that is being brought into sharp focus by the IPP controversy relates to First Nations’ rights and privileges and the powers of federal, provincial and regional governments. The SCCA does not have the expertise or the mandate to take a position on these jurisdictional issues. However, we are aware that the courts have found that First Nations have far greater rights in law than government and society have traditionally recognized. The SCCA is committed to abide by the rule of law. As well, we are committed to cultivating honorable and respectful relationships with First Nations. The SCCA aspires to the roll of information and perspective providers to all levels of government including that of First Nations and we readily acknowledge that this will require that we practice respect by becoming more knowledgeable about First Nations’ legal rights, traditions and perspectives than we have been in the past.

IPPs and Barriers to Sustainability: Whatever the “green” merits of run-of-the-river projects might be, there are a number of problems when assessing sustainability and conservation impacts. Here is a short list of what we consider to be barriers to sustainability and conservation that relate directly to IPPs:

	Lack of Effective Environmental Assessment: The BC Environmental Assessment Act and the BCEA Office (BCEAO) ceased to be independent from government in 2002. Its assessments currently lack scientific rigor, transparency and accountability. The Act now requires that the BCEAO assists project proponents and supports government policy. There is no overall guiding statement that invokes the public interest in sustainability. This act should be one of the key tools for assessing impacts and sustainability but instead functions more as a service provider to private interests than as an independent scientific authority. Consequently, environmental certificates from this agency are not the result of an unbiased assessment in the public interest. Our region needs effective independent environmental impact assessments.

Lack of Comprehensive Strategic Land Use Planning: Strategic land use planning was a cornerstone of provincial policy prior to 2001. More than 85% of BC has already benefited from Land and Resource Management Plans but the province has not proceeded with an LRMP for our region, although promised a number of times. Land use planning is one of our most important tools for assessing IPP locations in addition to being crucial at every level of climate change mitigation strategy. Provincial and federal support for long-overdue land use planning is desperately needed.

Lack of Enforcement of Environmental Law: Perhaps the federal Fisheries Act offers the clearest examples of the lack of environmental law enforcement. The Department of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) is responsible for enforcing the Fisheries Act. Over the last 10 years we have seen it repeatedly fail to apply the Fisheries Act. This failure is well documented and known to the public. Even the federal Auditor General has recognized that the DFO is not successful in protecting fish or fish habitat and is not effectively enforcing the Act. In the realm of IPP proposals, which frequently propose locating dams and penstocks within fish habitat, we don’t know from day to day whether or not DFO will allow major impacts (breaches of the Fisheries Act) to fish habitat. Sometimes DFO does  refuse to allow impacts to fish habitat and sometimes it settles for “compensation”, which often turns out to be a poor trade-off. The SCCA believes that a green future, with a green economy, is not possible if we fail to maintain our fish stocks. We believe that it is critically important for all concerned parties to understand that hydropower projects must at the very least comply with existing environmental regulation before claiming to produce “green energy”.

Although we know that society desperately needs to develop green, renewable energy sources, we believe that it is neither in our interest, or necessary, to sacrifice fish and other wildlife values in order to meet our needs. 

We hope you agree.

