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Scope of Kyoto daunting

By Randy Burton

Now that they have pushed a bill through Parliament that requires Canada to meet its Kyoto commitments, perhaps the federal opposition leaders could enlighten us on how we’re supposed to do it. It’s one thing for government to snap its fingers and say, ‘let it be done.’ It’s quite another to deliver on a plan that won’t devastate the economy. The Liberals, the NDP and the Bloc Quebecois are doubtless anxious to demonstrate their environmental purity. Lucky for them that they won’t have to make any of the unpopular decisions.

Since no one in Parliament appears anxious to spell out the implications of their actions, let’s see if we can throw some light on the challenge in Saskatchewan. Caution is in order here because the Kyoto Accord is an international treaty signed by the federal government. That means it’s actually up to Ottawa to decide how to meet our obligations. But for the sake of argument, let’s assume each province was faced with the task of reducing its emissions to a level six per cent below 1990 levels.

In 1990, Saskatchewan produced 42.7 million tonnes of C02. By 2004 our emissions grew to 69.1 million tonnes, the most recent year for which the province has figures. Our emissions are likely higher than that now, but even at that level, Saskatchewan is at least 57 per cent above Kyoto targets.

Achieving anything remotely close to the Kyoto target by 2012 is not in the cards and here’s why. As a starting point, let’s look more closely at where Saskatchewan’s emissions come from.

Oil and gas produces 33 per cent of our emissions, electrical generation 24 per cent, transportation 15 per cent, agriculture 14 per cent, manufacturing four per cent, commercial three per cent, residential three per cent, industrial two per cent and waste is one per cent.

Thinking of what your average homeowner can do then, if every one of us turned out the lights and shut off the furnace, it would only reduce our emissions by three per cent. If we took every car and every truck off the road and then shut down every coal-fired generating plant in the province, it still wouldn’t be enough to meet our Kyoto commitments.

That doesn’t mean we all can’t make a contribution. Nor should we believe the situation is hopeless, but the idea that we can turn it all around overnight is something only an election-bound politician could embrace.

As a starting point, let’s say we make SaskPower Kyoto compliant, no small feat given that we mostly burn coal to generate electricity. For SaskPower to reduce its own emissions to a level six per cent below what it produced in 1990, it would have to eliminate six million tonnes of C02. That would require the closure of three of the company’s largest generating plants, which of course would mean power shortages across the province.

Alternatively, if it paid penalties for being over its emissions limits, it could simply pay $15 to $25 a tonne for its excess emissions, which would add $90 million to $150 million a year on to the cost of the power it produces. That would mean rate increases of up to 15 per cent.

Whether Parliament insists on meeting Kyoto targets or not, SaskPower is committed to replacing its existing fleet of aging coal-generated power plants with much greener equipment as the old technology wears out. For example, it is now preparing plans for a new 300 MW generating unit that will be emissions-free. If approved, it will take until 2012 to build. That would only account for one-third of the reductions the company would have to meet. “Even when we’re building new plants, it generally takes three to five years to build new infrastructure, so the stuff would barely be coming on line right at the very end of the first period of Kyoto,” says Rick Patrick, SaskPower’s vice-president of planning, environment and regulatory affairs.

The reason it’s so much easier for Manitoba and Quebec to embrace Kyoto is because they have hydroelectric power, instead of coal. It would make sense for the federal government to take that into account, yet it’s disbursing money for new technology on a per capita basis rather than taking account for emissions. So even though it has the lowest per capita emissions, Quebec will get the most money under a new environmental trust fund announced this week. The Calvert government has every right to complain about that.

After 10 years of talk, neither the Liberals nor the Conservatives have engaged in any meaningful talks with the provinces about common-sense solutions to greenhouse gas emissions. For that matter, it’s not even clear that the federal government could legislate the provinces into compliance. Natural resources are under provincial jurisdiction and whether Ottawa has the authority to dictate to the provinces how to manage them could become a constitutional issue.

It’s still possible there could be a spring election this year, and if so, the Kyoto Accord bounds to figure largely in the campaign. Be sure to ask your local candidate which portion of our economy we should close.

