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Introduction and Framing the Problem 

 

Video showing the importance of the Peace River Valley to its local residents. (PVEA Coordinator, 2014). 

The creation of Site C dam along the Peace River in northeastern British Columbia will be the 
biggest hydroelectric power project the Province has seen in the last 30 years. It would 
provide electricity to 450,000 homes annually in British Columbia and create an 83-kilometre-
long reservoir upstream of the dam along the Peace River (BC Hydro, 2015). This flooded 
area is likely to cause massive alterations of ecosystem and biodiversity. It appears that many 
of the methods currently used to dampen the environmental effects of dams are not actually 
working and much more must be done to improve the protection of the environment in dam 
projects (McCartney, 2009). 

This construction involves numerous stakeholders, therefore different motivations regarding 
water use have appeared. On the one hand, federal and provincial governments seek to 
increase the share of hydropower throughout the Province, while on the other, First Nations 
people along with local populations are afraid of the environmental impacts such a massive 
construction could have on biodiversity and their traditional practices. Indeed, the extent of 
the environmental and societal damage caused by such a vast and unique energy project is 
highly unpredictable. Negative effects of dams are similar across the world and sustainable 
dam development lies in the ability of a country’s citizens to advocate for protection of their 
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livelihoods and the environment (Beck, 2012). Changing such a massive portion of the 
landscape has serious ecological repercussions that are hard to predict and require 
painstaking research to understand given the great complexity and interconnectedness of 
ecosystems. 

The reason why this project is 
referred to as a ‘wicked problem’ might be explained by the fact that stakeholders consider 
the outcomes of Site C dam at different scales and all have conflicting water uses. Firstly, 
according to the Joint Review Panel, working under Canada’s Minister of the Environment, 
and the BC Minister of Environment, Site C has the potential to create significant economic 
benefits for future electricity consumers in British Columbia (Ministry of Environment, 2014). 
The report states that greenhouse emissions in BC could be reduced by investing in 
hydroelectric power instead of liquefied natural gas (LNG). The panel concludes that there is 
no need for such a massive hydroelectric project in the near term and that smaller, less 
economically risky, and less environmentally costly alternatives exist that BC Hydro is not 
willing to invest in. 

Secondly, the report emphasizes the fact that the economic benefits will come with significant 
negative social and environmental impacts that will be borne by the First Nations and 
residents of the Peace region whose traditional activities are mainly based on local ecosystem 
services. It appears that BC hydro has underestimated the social and environmental costs of 
the Project and the panel to conclude that the Crown corporation has not performed enough 
research on these topics which has resulted in erroneous conclusions (Ministry of 
Environment, 2014). 
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Mind Map that interconnects all the relevant stakeholders to the Site C project. 

As with any project of this scale, there is some uncertainty and instability involved. Although 
the problems seem easy to define they are dynamic, as conditions could change drastically 
over the 100-year lifespan of the project. There is a clear solution that would please each 
individual party, but there is little room for a compromise. 

Governance Practices 

The controversial Site C project is surrounded by many different stakeholders of conflicting 
interests.  In order to come to a resolution involving any large issue, there must exist a solid 
decision-making matrix that adequately represents all parties’ interests.  This structure, or 
lack thereof, becomes apparent when analyzing the project’s governance framework. 

With the Site C dam, the British Columbia provincial government and the Canadian federal 
government are the key decision-makers.  The federal government is required to assess 
environmental impacts, and social and economic feasibility of large projects where influence 
reaches beyond the provincial border.  Having significant and direct influence, the provincial 
government and its ministries are heavily involved in the creation and alteration of provincial 
legislation.  Legislation leading to the current situation began with the province merging British 
Columbia Electric with British Columbia Power Commission to create the crown corporation 



BC Hydro (Ministry of Energy & Mines) in 1962.  This merger made the government the sole 
shareholder of the BC energy industry and gave them enough influence to implement any 
policy desired. 

Currently no international agreements govern the development of hydroelectric dams in 
Canada.  However, the Canadian and BC government have both adopted climate change 
and clean air policies (Government of British Columbia, 2015).  The 2007 Energy Plan and 
the 2008 Climate Action Plan have implemented steep emissions goals of 93 percent clean 
energy generation and require fossil based electricity generation to have a net zero 
greenhouse gas emissions target (Ministry of Energy & Mines).  Following the energy 
independence goals laid out in these documents by the government, there is little room for 
non-renewable energy growth in BC. 

 
 

Regionally there are agreements in place with the intent of protecting the lands and 
indigenous peoples. The area that the reservoir will be flooding is within the lands of the First 
Nations that are protected under the Treaty 8 agreement from 1899 (Madill, 1986).  This treaty 
is in place to protect the traditional use of the lands by the First Nations, an agreement that 
will be violated by the Site C project.  Local hiring agreements have also been made to ensure 
a small portion of the economic growth will remain in the area.  However, these hiring 
agreements have been used more often as an advertisement campaign and are not enforced 
(Hunter, 2015). 

Though broad climate change and clean air agreements can have some influence, the 
majority of control comes in the form of provincial and federal legislation.  No evident local 
legislation exists that will have any impact on the Site C dam.  Primary motivation comes from 
the province that gains profit from the crown corporation’s energy sales.  The provincial 
government has created very specific loopholes and legislations nearly ensuring the future of 
Site C dam.  With most cases in BC, the Clean Energy and Utilities Commission Act gives 



very strict guidelines and procedures that must be followed to ensure that the project lies in 
the best interest of the public as a whole.  When the act was first created in 2010, there were 
three important sections from which Site C was made specifically exempt. 

In summary, the exempt sections state that a project must prove necessary before 
construction is started, anyone may file a complaint to cease construction on the project, and 
any energy contract made must prove that it is also in the public’s interest (Government of 
British Columbia).   It could be argued that neglecting all three of these was necessary to 
move forward with the dam.  There has not been any proof showing absolute necessity of the 
Site C dam, in fact alternatives are lined out in the Joint Panel Review (Canadian 
Environmental Assessment Agency, 2014).  Local complaints have largely gone ignored 
(Hume, 2015) and even with plenty of media coverage the government still has not swayed.  It 
is also unclear whether previous energy contracts have been in the public’s interest (Henton, 
2008). The government knows its position well and sees no need to yield to public opinion 
(Stodalka, 2015).  It is evident that this conflict was foreseen by those writing legislation and 
the documents were edited in favour of the provincial government. 

Huge disparities in influence are apparent upon inspection of the governance framework of 
large hydroelectric projects in British Columbia.  Perhaps the most egregious factor is not the 
Site C dam itself, but the way government legislation has been fine tuned to meet a biased 
set of goals.  The energy development path has not changed since the inception of BC Hydro 
as a crown corporation in 1962. Since then, the provincial government has been cutting out 
any undesirable stakeholder dissention.  Even with research and information is available, 
such as the Joint Panel Review, it has been cast aside in favour of blind economic 
development.  The incredibly narrow mindset of the legislation in BC must be changed in 
order for future projects to be properly accountable in the decision-making processes. 

Moving Forward 

Overall, the Site C dam has 
potential to create significant economic benefits for future electricity consumers in BC while 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions as an investment in hydroelectric power instead of non-
renewable power. However, the economic benefits Site C provides will come with significant 
negative social and environmental impacts that will be borne by First Nations and residents 
of the Peace region. It is also uncertain when the electricity generated from the dam will be 
needed in the future: there is currently no demand for greater electricity supply in BC (Ministry 
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of Environment, 2014). Site C will therefore cause serious financial losses in the short term, 
with potential benefits accrued in the distant future (Ministry of Environment, 2014). As a 
group, we have come to the conclusion that there is no need for such a massive hydroelectric 
project in the near term. The aim of our solutions is to stop the dam from being built and to 
encourage the BC provincial government to consider smaller, less economically risky, and 
less environmentally costly alternatives instead. 

One potential solution entails changing the pricing of electricity in BC. Currently, residential 
consumers of electricity in BC have the third lowest rates in North America (Hydro Quebec, 
2015). Feasibly, BC Hydro could introduce a time-of-use pricing system on electricity 
consumption to reduce overall energy use. Time-of-use pricing consists of charging 
customers more for electricity during peak hours. Studies have shown that the demand for 
electricity is elastic; people will change their consumption behavior depending on the price of 
electricity, suggesting the consumption of electricity will fall as price increases (Albadi and El-
Saadany, 2008). A time-of-use pricing system would thus incentivize people to reduce their 
overall consumption of electricity in a day as well as shift their use of electricity from peak 
hours to non-peak hours (Herter, 2007).  To understand the full benefits of time-of-use pricing, 
one must also consider the amount of power required to generate electricity throughout a 
day. It takes a lot of power to supply electricity to many consumers all at once (i.e. during 
peak hours). If usage was spread throughout the day, BC Hydro could provide the same 
amount of electricity to users while using less power overall (Corson, Regan, and Carlson, 
2014). Time-of-use pricing also makes alternative green energy sources such as wind and 
solar more economically competitive because it causes the price of energy to be higher at 
peak hours. In all, time-of-use pricing is an effective tool that would reduce the amount of 
energy consumed in BC and potentially eliminate the need for a large scale hydroelectric 
development with a very low cost. 

There are, however, several limitations and challenges that arise with this approach to energy 
conservation. If creation of the Site C dam is stopped, many current and future jobs will be 
lost. Employment rates are a very good indicator of social stability in our province. Our current 
provincial government puts jobs at the forefront: there would be significant backlash from a 
large group of workers and families if Site C did not go through. Lost work positions from Site 
C could, however, be replaced by alternative positions. Many new research, design, 
engineering, environmental, and labour positions need to be filled if alternative energy 
sources or time-of-use pricing systems are to be developed in BC. Another challenge is the 
unforeseen consequences that could result from the raised electricity costs associated with 
a time-of-use system. Many people, especially those with lower incomes, might become upset 
and cause public uproar. It would not be in the best interest of our current Liberal provincial 
government to change the pricing of electricity in BC since they could lose current supporters 
and therefore future elections. 

A second potential solution could be to invest instead in smaller scale renewable forms of 
energy. BC will accumulate a serious financial loss in the short term if Site C is developed 
(Ministry of Environment, 2014). Developing alternative energy sources such as geothermal 
would be a much smaller investment that would allow the supply of energy to better match 
demand. Geothermal power is a renewable source of energy that comes from heat stored 
within the Earth. It is a clean, sustainable and less environmentally destructive alternative to 
hydroelectric power generation (Ministry of Environment, 2014). In recent years, many 
geothermal resources have been discovered along the coast of BC. BC Hydro claims a 
massive amount of power is potentially available from geothermal resources at a reasonable 



price range (Ministry of Environment, 2014). Moreover, The Canadian Geothermal Energy 
Association has proposed a portfolio of geothermal plants as an alternative to the Site C dam. 
The company claims there are easily accessible pockets of energy that could be developed 
for only a fraction of the cost of Site C, and could provide BC with an immense amount of 
energy (Stueck, 2014).  As a less environmentally destructive alternative with low emissions 
and reasonable development costs, geothermal energy presents a viable alternative to the 
creation of Site C. 

 
 

Although turning to geothermal power would be a safe investment that would eliminate the 
initial financial losses of Site C, switching from one form of energy to another is not a simple 
endeavor (Ministry of Environment, 2014). BC Hydro has not done a lot of research on 
alternative sources of energy thus would require a great deal of time to have them 
implemented. This has resulted from the restraint the provincial government has put on BC 
Hydro that forbids the company from developing alternative energy projects. The BC 
provincial government would therefore have to lift the policies that bind BC Hydro to large 
scale non-renewable and hydroelectric energy projects if geothermal power is to be 
developed. This change would likely be initiated from pressure the citizens of BC put on the 
provincial government and represents a hard task to accomplish. Given such setbacks, 
alternative energy sources may not be developed in time. 

Perhaps combining the two potential proposed solutions offers the best alternative to Site C. 
A system could be developed where hydroelectric dams produce the baseline of electricity 



using a time-of-use charging system and alternative green energy sources such as 
geothermal generate power during peak hours. In any case, it is evident that the costs of 
implementing the dam far outweigh its benefits, and many viable alternatives exist. It will be 
very difficult for citizens to convince our rigid provincial governments of this fact, given their 
all-controlling power on the issue. We must work together to show our government that 
economically feasible solutions exist that would reduce the large scale social and 
environmental damage caused by the Site C dam.for the potentially increasing demand for 
electricity in BC. 
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