Alberta’s boom bankrupting its environment, says top scientist
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EDMONTON -- Alberta could be booming itself into environmental bankruptcy, says new research from one of the province’s top scientists. 

Toting up business and government plans for the pell-mell expansion of everything from oilsands to forestry to agriculture to population shows an unsustainable impact on lands, waters and forests and suggests the government will have to make tough choices, said Brad Stelfox.

“Everyone, everywhere, all the time, for all things - that’s our philosophy,” said Stelfox, an environment consultant who has worked for government, industry and non-profit groups. 

“If someone’s got an idea of where to spend money, it’s away you go, fill your boots.”

Stelfox took business plans and projections from government and industry, combined them and projected them into the future.

By 2050, Alberta’s population is expected to double to about six million.

The cattle population - mostly in intensive feedlots - will grow from six million to 7.5 million.

Forestry companies expect to have cut about six million hectares of forest, compared to their current 1.6 million-hectare footprint.

Oilsands production will have more than doubled. So will have the total length of Alberta’s pipelines and roads, doubling habitat fragmentation in the process.

It’s all going to start tripping over itself, Stelfox said.

Energy expansion fells so many trees that forestry companies won’t be able to fill their mills. 

“Because we made a decision about sustainable forestry only concerning forestry, it isn’t sustainable,” Stelfox said.

Coalbed methane, which involves extracting natural gas from tiny pockets in coal seams, is just starting in Alberta. One of the prime areas for expansion is near the Calgary-Edmonton corridor, where most of Alberta’s population expansion is likely to occur.

“How do you drill 80,000 coalbed methane wells over several million folks?” Stelfox asked.

As well, water demand is expected to grow fastest in the south, where river flows are already declining in both quality and quantity. Industrial, residential and agricultural demand on aquifers is also exploding, despite the lack of information on how much water those underground sources can supply.

“It’s highly unlikely that the irrigation community will continue to be able to afford it,” he said. 

Alberta has never considered the cumulative impact of its current environmental boom, Stelfox said.

“When you look at the individual plans on their own, they seem to make a lot of sense,” he said.

“When you grow them all together in concert, what it shows you is that the cumulative effects are such that it casts significant doubt as to the viability of these plans. We have land uses bumping into each other.”

Alberta may be forced into “zoning” parts of the province for priority uses, he suggested. Some areas may be designated primarily for the energy industry, others for forestry, agriculture, residential or recreation. 

“Albertans are going to have to decide how much ecological capital are they prepared to trade off as they try and maximize growth rates and jobs,” Stelfox said. 

He said the eastern slopes of the Rockies - impacted by Calgary’s growth, energy, cattle, recreation and rural subdivisions - are already cracking under the strain.

“The evidence is everywhere that the status quo is unacceptable.”

The provincial government has already begun an Integrated Land Use Management Framework to address some of the issues Stelfox’s research raises.  

Tough choices will have to be made, he said.

“It’s going to be expensive to make this transition. If we choose not to, however, then the amount of pain and the amount of cost in 10 years is going to be an order of magnitude higher.”

Albertans may have to accept a slackening of their province’s country-leading growth rates. 

“Albertans are going to have to decide how much ecological capital are they prepared to trade off as they try and maximize growth rates and jobs,” Stelfox said.

“What are we chasing? Is that our objective, is just to continue to grow?”  © The Canadian Press

