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RAFE MAIR SPOKESPERSON, SAVE OUR RIVERS SOCIETY 
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BEHIND THE 'GREEN' SCREEN 

By Rafe Mair 

We are faced with a threat few of us have considered. We've been distracted, and deliberately, by 
governments, most particularly by the Campbell government, into ignoring the real environmental 
issues that face us.  

No one, least of all me, would deny the problems of greenhouse gases which, for everywhere but 
Vancouver it seems, are accompanied by global warming. But this has become, so to speak, a 
smokescreen behind which massive rape of our environment is not only permitted but encouraged.  

Throughout this province we see a massive environmental degradation started and cheered on by the 
Campbell government. It's called, with Orwellian Newspeak, "run of the rivers." 

Heedless of precautions 
The precautionary principle sensibly says before you mess with the environment, the onus is upon you 
to show you will do no harm. That's been turned on its head.  

Fish farmers don't have to demonstrate that they can operate safely. Courageous people like salmon 
researcher Alexandra Morton must risk prison and slander from both governments as she demonstrates 
the obvious harm being done. 

Citizens in Tsawwassen must prove that transmission wires, which cause radios to scream with static 
and literally make hair stand up, might be dangerous.  

Lovers of Burns Bog and nearby wildlife preserves must prove that the new adjacent highway will be 
harmful by hugely increasing and making more proximate traffic.  

And lovers of the environment must demonstrate that private power plants, reducing river flows by 95 
per cent in some cases, will hurt fish both resident and migratory. They must also demonstrate that dirt 
roads into streams will hurt wildlife and that clear cutting huge swaths of trees to permit transmission 
lines is bad for wildernesses. They must demonstrate that when you destroy a river you destroy its 
valley and all the flora and fauna that depend upon it. 

What is notable about these massive environmental intrusions is that there have been no meaningful 
consultations before the decisions have been taken.  

Public protest after public protest is occurring with the notable absence of Liberal MLAs and ministers. 
People must, apparently, accept that powerhouses, roads, tunnels many kilometers long and clear 
cutting for power lines are an improvement on nature.  

The need is unproven 
If one is to justify changing the environment, two things must be done. First it must be shown that there 
is a compelling public need for it.  And second it must be done in a manner so as to do as little harm as 
possible. The so-called "run of rivers" policy has no redeeming features whatever. 

To begin with, the government has not established any need now or in the foreseeable future for drastic 
action to produce power. In keeping with this government's economical use of the truth, we're told that 
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it's either a new mega dam on the Peace River at what's called Site C, or "run of the rivers" 
development. This is an old debating trick called the false dichotomy. That is not the issue for there's no 
need for Site C or a new era of "run of rivers" private power development. If you care to see the reality, 
have a look at John Calvert's book Liquid Gold or Google Dr. Marvin Schaffer for a number of excellent 
presentations.  

These proposed run of river projects are environmental catastrophes and I invite you to go to 
www.saveourrivers.ca and look at the video Powerplay and others by Damien Gillis to see what they 
really look like.  

The Campbell government constantly denies that hundreds of rivers and streams are at risk. It tells 
those who oppose the premier's plans that we are wrong when we say that "applications" are 
"licenses." In fact they are de facto licenses for this very simple reason. Once the application for a run of 
river operation is filed, all the applicant must then do is undergo an environmental assessment process -
- which is a sham. The Environment Ministry has no power to stop any project and can only recommend 
"mitigation" -- the worst of many weasel words in "governmentese." Moreover, if the project is for less 
than 50 megawatts, no environmental process is required at all! 

Power to the USA! 
Let me just conclude on one point that has not been emphasized and must be. Once our power is no 
longer created and sold by a vertically integrated public power company, BC Hydro, we become subject 
to the "proportionality" clause of NAFTA, which, simply put, says that if we wish to reduce our power 
exports to the United States, we must reduce our own use by the same amount. If we find in B.C. that 
because of low water or any number or reasons we need to reduce exports and use the power for our 
own needs, we cannot do it. 

But here's the worst part. Once we start damming, weiring or tunneling our rivers, and providing private 
power to the United States, we change who profits.  

We take the money that BC Hydro now earns and puts into the provincial treasury for hospitals, schools 
and the like and we give it instead to shareholders in companies like Ledcor and Westinghouse.  

That's right, folks, we take our environment, our power, and our money and send it to shareholders 
(mostly American) in large international corporations! But it gets even worse than that. For once we 
start, how do we stop? We will have American governments declining to risk their own environments for 
power. Why should they when B.C. is delighted to bugger up its rivers for them? 

Hydro down the drain? 
Forgive me for spoiling your digestion with this final thought to chew on. BC Hydro, the jewel of our 
Crown corporations, is living, barely, under a death sentence that is being executed in three stages.  

Stage one was selling the bureaucracy to Accenture, the bastard child of Arthur Anderson Consulting of 
the Enron scandal.  

Stage two was stripping BC Hydro of its transmission lines and placing them in a different Crown 
corporation, British Columbia Transmission Corporation (BCTC), the very same outfit caught spying on 
the citizens of Tsawwassen.  
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Stage three sees Hydro left with its dams and Burrard Thermal and a $7 billion debt they will no longer 
have the money to service. 

If Campbell wins the next election, BCTC will be privatized, BC Hydro will default on its bonds and the 
premier known so well for crocodile tear TV presentations will sadly tell us that since the province had 
guaranteed Hydro's bonds and must pay them, well golly gee whiz, while we sure didn't want to do it, 
we must sell BC Hydro's assets to the highest acceptable bidder. 

Looking for an election issue? 
The Independent Power Projects (IPPS) called "run of the river," are a ghastly mistake however you look 
at them. They will destroy the province's streams, rivers and the ecology of their valleys. The destruction 
will be permanent. The private power companies will be rich beyond description. We will lose the 
revenue from Hydro and Hydro along with it, leaving us with but one more giveaway left -- sell the water 
to the U.S. as well. After all, if the fish are all gone, why not? 

All this because Gordon Campbell believes that all public enterprise is evil and that all private enterprise 
right. He clearly believes that having the best power policy in North America, the envy of all, must be 
sacrificed to the barren ideology of Margaret Thatcher, Ronald Reagan, Milton Friedman, the Fraser 
Institute and George W. Bush.  

And the polls tell us he will do this with our blessing. 
 
Whom the gods wish to destroy they first make mad -- or terminally naïve. 

 
  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

From www.tyee.ca. Copyright Rafe Mair (June 16, 2008). Used with permission.  



 BC Citizens for Public Power ς MORE POWER TO YOU ς Conference Resource Binder 7 

 

CAMPBELL'S POWER TO HARM RIVERS 

By Rafe Mair 

 

Thanks to the Campbell government, British Columbia will be a much different place when they're 
finished. It will not be a pretty picture and unless there is a public protest of sufficient impact to get the 
government's attention, the new B.C. will be in place with no turning back.  
I should add, in fairness, that if you like development more than the environment, this article will give 
you considerable pleasure. 
 
Under the government's energy plan, up to 500 BC streams will be severely impacted by private power 
companies acting under licenses which cost a pittance. 
 
Let's set the stage. British Columbia will need more power in the coming years. The minister of energy, 
Richard Neufeld, says we import electricity now but doesn't tell you that BC Hydro does that in order to 
export it to the United States for profit. 
 
But we are told that dozens, maybe hundreds, of private "micro-hydro" generators on B.C. rivers and 
streams are a "green" answer to our energy needs. 

Local zoning power over rivers erased 
It all started so innocently with the BC Energy Plan in 2002 telling of opportunities for private capital to 
get into the electricity game. Of course they would not do so where a stream had "significant fish 
values," whatever the devil that was supposed to mean. This new policy didn't catch the attention of the 
public because the government didn't want it to until it was well underway. Well folks, it is now well 
underway. 
 
A troublesome roadblock to this policy quickly appeared when municipalities and regional districts 
became alarmed and exercised their land use powers to vote down projects, as respected journalist 
Mark Hume of the Globe and Mail reported in June of last year. 
 
"Some 33 regional districts and municipalities in areas of British Columbia long courted by the 
government as the resource-rich "heartlands" have turned against the province in a battle over 
independent power projects.  
 
"In June 2006 the provincial government passed an amendment to Bill 30 that abolished local zoning 
authority so that no one can say no to a private power project on a river in BC." 
So much for democracy.  

Damned if they don't dam 
The government's position is that none of these projects involve dams impeding fish migration so 
everything's just dandy. Once again, as with fish farms, the Campbell government hopes that no one will 
look too closely at his cheery pronouncements until the projects are a fait accompli when it'll be too 
late. Making hydro electricity requires that you control the flow of the water. This means different flows 
depending on the needs of the producer, and in at least in one case a company took all the water. 
Stupid fish perished! Mr. Campbell, one would have thought, would know that fish need water.  
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I suppose one must expect economy of truthfulness with this government's treatment of fish, given its 
record on the fish farm issue and they haven't disappointed us. For one example, when it states that the 
project on the Ashlu River near Squamish was upstream from a "waterfall," the "waterfall" turns out to 
be rapids that kayakers love to run -- rapids the fish can and do traverse. 
 
Here are the facts, folks. Whether or not some projects will impede the fish, and some will, here's what 
will destroy fisheries: siltation (fish don't do any better than humans when breathing mud). And lack of 
water. Both of these will occur. Here's something more that will happen -- dirt roads into wilderness 
rivers so that equipment can come and go and transmission lines from the power generators. In 
summary, this will happen on every river, all 500 or more of them: tunnels for water to pass through and 
create electricity, meaning major changes in the river flow to suit the power company, siltation, erosion 
of river banks, dirt roads and transmission lines. And it's not just fish that will be decimated. All in the 
food chain, including many birds, such as Osprey and eagles, bears and other mammals, will suffer. It 
will adversely affect the neighbouring fauna as well. This policy, so innocent in initial appearance, is 
deadly. It will also destroy wilderness areas, a hell of a lot of them. Once you have power plants, dirt 
roads and transmission lines there is no wilderness. Many of you, like me, can't partake of the 
wilderness but, like me, I'm sure you're proud of B.C.'s wild areas and want them kept that way.  

Regulators without poor records 
Ah, but the government says, we must get clearance from the federal Department of Fisheries and 
Oceans. Right, the same DFO which approved the Kemano II project and turned their authority over fish 
farms over to the gentle mercies of the provincial Ministry of Agriculture, Food and Fish -- the ministry 
which, after environmental despoilers are fined gives them the fines back.But there's the B.C. Ministry 
of Environment. Surely it can be depended upon to look after public interests in the great outdoors 
British Columbians like to boast about. Unfortunately, we know from other matters such as the 
Eagleridge case and the South Fraser Perimeter Road that the Environmental Assessment Act is only 
invoked after the decision has been made.Who makes sure that these new power millionaires will play 
by the rules after the project is completed? Are we to assume that these instantly rich companies will 
take tender loving care of that which surrounds their plant! Dream on, folks, dream on! Hell's bells, 
neither the DFO nor the minister of environment are capable of safeguarding the environment within 
easy to reach parts of the province. Only a fool would believe that they will make forays into the 
wilderness to check out private power projects. 

Site C would be better 
Why is this happening? 

One can only speculate that Campbell & Co. prefer private companies making profits to the publicly 
owned BC Hydro, which pays dividends over the public purse and helps pay for health care, education 
and so on. As much as communists and old-line socialists hated private profit at any cost, the Campbell 
government loves making people rich at the expense of the public. The creation and distribution of 
power in this province will move from a Crown corporation, over which we have control and which pays 
huge dividends, to the private sector that pockets our money and is, for all intents and purposes, 
beyond our control.  
 
To my way of thinking, the answer is not complicated. Instead of a large public power project like Site C 
on a river that's already all screwed up, the Campbell right wing government prefers sacrificing the 
environment of the entire province for the profit of their friends. Once this plan is at the point of no 
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return there will be no need for Site C, a project which would create thousands of jobs and leave the 
public with a precious asset. 
 
We the people elected this government in 2001, 2005, and seem bound to do the same in 2009. We 
have no one to blame but ourselves proving that Pogo, from that great satirical comic of yesteryear, was 
right, "We've met the enemy and he is us." 
 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
From www.tyee.ca. Copyright Rafe Mair (February 25, 2008). Used with permission.  
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POWER STRUGGLE: PUBLIC POWER AS AN 

ENVIRONMENTAL ISSUE 

 
GWEN BARLEE POLICY DIRECTOR, WILDERNESS COMMITTEE 
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POWER GRAB 
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LOST IN TRANSMISSION ɀ THE ECONOMICS OF 

PRIVATE POWER 

 
 

MARVIN SHAFFER 
CONSULTING ECONOMIST & ADJUNCT PROFESSOR, SIMON 

FRASER UNIVERSITY 
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POWER OF THE PEOPLE ɀ HIGH PROFILE IPPS 

IN BC & ORGANIZED COMMUNITY OPPOSITION 

 
 

PANEL MODERATOR CRAIG ORR WATERSHED WATCH SALMON SOCIETY 

ASHLU RIVER TOM RANKIN SAVE OUR RIVERS SOCIETY 

UPPER PITT RIVER  ELAINE GOLDS BURKE MOUNTAIN NATURALISTS 

GREEN POWER CORRIDOR DENISE REINHARDT MALASPINA COMMUNITIES FOR PUBLIC POWER 

GLACIER/HOWSER  LEE-ANN UNGER WEST KOOTENAY ECO SOCIETY 

KLINAKLINI JAN DETTMER BC CREEK PROTECTION SOCIETY 
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 RUN OF RIVER HYDROPOWER IN BC 
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CONFLICT ON THE ASHLU ς LIQUID GOLD 
 

By John Calvert  
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