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NEWS RELEASE

August 27, 2012
Lower Athabasca Regional Plan
Allows Irresponsible Development of the Oil Sands to Continue
The Government of Alberta’s Lower Athabasca Regional Plan (LARP), which comes into effect on September 1, will allow the current irresponsible development of the oil sands to continue into the foreseeable future, according to the Keepers of the Athabasca Watershed Council. “LARP claims that the province is committed to responsible development of the oil sands, but admits that it does not have the scientific data or the management system to back up this commitment.  Even so, it is going full speed ahead in approving new projects,” says Keepers Board member Helene Walsh.  “We are distressed that new projects are being built before the ‘world class’ monitoring system being developed jointly by the federal and Alberta governments has begun to give results, before the cumulative effects of oil sands projects can be determined, and before the effects of in situ extraction on groundwater can be credibly assessed. This plan will give us too little too late by way of environmental protection in the oil sands areas,” adds Harvey Scott.  “The Keepers position is that the only responsible course of action in light of these serious deficiencies is to suspend the development of new projects.”   
LARP states that the Governments of Canada and Alberta have developed a plan to put in place a world class monitoring program for the oil sands that will be implemented over the next three years.  One of the objectives of the Joint Implementation Plan is to improve characterization of the state of the environment and collect the information necessary to understand cumulative effects.  Thus, LARP confirms that when the province approves new projects, it is not in a position to determine their cumulative effects on such things as acid rain, destruction and fragmentation of the boreal forest, and the risk of toxins in groundwater. “The government’s own regulations require them to determine cumulative effects, but they have not been doing so.  Essentially they are breaking their own rules,” Walsh points out.  
Furthermore, Keepers has pulled together the available evidence from traditional knowledge, peer reviewed scientific literature, and independent studies showing that significant harmful environmental effects have already occurred.  For example, peer reviewed studies have demonstrated that either Canada’s or Alberta’s guidelines for the protection of aquatic life have been exceeded for seven priority pollutants —cadmium, copper, lead, mercury, nickel, silver, and zinc—in melted snow and/or water collected near or downstream of oil sands projects.  
Keepers of the Athabasca are particularly concerned with potential harmful effects of in situ developments on the quality and quantity of groundwater in the region.  At present, there is no regional-scale monitoring network in the South Athabasca Oil Sands area, which encompasses approximately 35,215 square kilometers south of Fort McMurray and includes the lease areas for in situ development. LARP indicates that the management framework for groundwater is not yet complete.  Among other things, provisions have not been made for taking remedial action if groundwater quality or quantity is under threat.  The province will not be in a position to require remedial action until the framework is complete.  Meanwhile, applications and approvals for in situ developments are proceeding at an ever-increasing pace.  More than ten applications for new or expanded in situ projects are currently under consideration by the Energy Resources Conservation Board.  
“LARP suggests that there is little need to worry about in situ projects because they have a small surface footprint, but nothing could be further from the truth, considering the large quantities of groundwater used to make steam to soften the bitumen so that it can be brought to the surface and the need to inject process water into deep wells to prevent polluting the surrounding land, surface water and non-saline aquifers, says Mary Richardson of the Keepers.  “Obviously there is great potential for groundwater pollution and depletion.”

“This new land use plan makes clear that cumulative effects management is something Alberta is still working towards, and yet it continues to allow business as usual.  This is not responsible development,” says Jesse Cardinal, Keepers Coordinator.  “For Alberta oil sands development to be environmentally responsible and credible, the government needs to take a step back and stop allowing new projects to be built until the existing cumulative effects on air, water and biodiversity have been determined.  We are not asking for a shutdown of the oil sands, just a slow down, to give us time to do it right.”
Keepers of the Athabasca are First Nations, Metis, environmental groups, and watershed citizens working together for the protection of water, land and air in the Athabasca River Watershed of Alberta.
For further information, please contact:

Helene Walsh, Keepers of the Athabasca (780) 922-0908
Mary Richardson, Keepers of the Athabasca (780) 466-3337
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