
VI SI O NLO SS Halifax, NS | Mon, July 18th, 2011

TODAY'S E-PAPER SUBSCRIBE E-FLYERS OBITUARIES HOROSCOPE SUDOKU CROSSWORD CONTESTS CONTACT

Jobspress | Salary Wizard | Resume Connector | Job Notifier | News & Resources | Advertising | Post a Job

ext + -

By DEBORAH CARVER
Thu, Jul 14 - 4:55 AM

During the last month, we have heard the objections of communities on Digby Neck to the
development of large salmon farms in the waters of St. Mary’s Bay. They have now
appealed to the Nova Scotia Supreme Court to challenge the fisheries and aquaculture
minister’s decision to permit the farms. Also recently, there has been discussion of the
Nova Scotia government’s partnership with Newfoundland and Labrador to land the
southern end of an electric transmission line, carrying power from the Lower Churchill
hydro project, in Cape Breton. In the Annapolis Valley, the siting of a large number of wind
turbines is running into complaints from cottage owners and from the military at CFB
Cornwallis.

Each of these projects has been or is currently the subject of a process called
environmental assessment (EA). This process examines the potential impacts of a project
on the environment and predicts whether the impacts are unacceptable (in which case the
project will not go ahead) or can be accommodated (in which case the project will proceed).
Both the federal and provincial governments are required by legislation to use EA before
approving new projects.

In each of these projects — salmon farming, a hydro transmission corridor, and wind
turbines — the federal government is involved in the EA, despite their location within Nova
Scotia. This is a result of our Canadian division of constitutional powers which means that
some activities are under federal jurisdiction and require federal permission, even though
the activity takes place within one province. Sometimes both levels of government are
involved and decide whether they will co-operate or conduct the EA separately.

A curious aspect of these projects is that until a private-sector company made a specific
proposal, having in each case chosen a location that suited its business interests, there
was no opportunity for communities to be involved in making choices about their location
and whether they are compatible with traditional occupations and the local environment.
Although the EA process does allow opportunity for public consultation, it is limited in
almost all EAs to submission of written comments.

More curious is that the province has not analyzed, with public input, the broad panoply of
environmental, social and economic issues that surround these projects. The public has not
been engaged in a discussion around how these industries can best contribute to a
sustainable Nova Scotia. Should the province develop a sector of our economy that is
based on ocean cage aquaculture, given the potential environmental risks and
displacement of the traditional lobster fishery? Although wind generation is part of the
necessary mix of renewable energy that we need in Nova Scotia, where can we best
locate the projects?

It is equally unfair to the private-sector proponents as to the public that there has not been
a dialogue at this level. The lack of discussion means that the proponent is the stalking
horse, a target of public displeasure.

We have another approach available to us: strategic environmental assessment (SEA).
This process is used globally to take a high-level planning approach rather than a project-
by-project one to examining environmental impacts. However, SEA has been used only
once in Nova Scotia: to analyze the opportunities for tidal power development in the Bay of
Fundy.

In that case, a round table of stakeholders, after hearing from communities, scientists and
industry, recommended that pilot tidal energy projects proceed. As a result, four turbines
will be placed in the Minas Passage over the next year and their performance will be
analyzed before next steps are taken.

The SEA process would be an equally effective one for thorough consideration of a variety
of other new resource-based industries — wind energy, aquaculture, intensive agriculture,
shale gas exploitation and coastal development. In each of these, there is a major juggling
act required among new and traditional occupations; community self-determination and
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provincial leadership; short- and long-term economic benefit for the province; and the
potential harm to wildlife, diversity and water quality. SEA could help address these
big-picture issues before more projects are proposed and approved — and involve the
public in the discussion.

Nova Scotians deserve to be asked the big questions and to be closely involved in how we
accommodate the challenges presented in moving our economy forward while protecting
the environment and the values and ways of life so precious to us.

Deborah Carver is executive director of East Coast Environmental Law Association.
Environmental assessment, including SEA, is the subject of workshops in Halifax, July
20; Yarmouth, July 21-22; and Tatamagouche, July 25. For more information, visit
www.ecelaw.ca.
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