
Federal Minister of the Environment Peter Kent announced
on May 9 that a new federal panel would be established to
carry out an environmental review of Taseko Mines Ltd’s
latest proposal to build a gold/copper mine 125 kilometres
southwest of Williams Lake, BC.

The company’s previous proposal, approved by the
provincial environment review process, was later rejected
by the federal process under the Canadian Environmental
Assessment Act (CEAA). The major difference between the
provincial and federal  assessments concerned the
company’s proposal to use Fish Lake as a tailings dump. The
provincial review accepted the company’s proposed
mitigation measures, but the federal review, which included
extensive public hearings, did not. 

Local First Nations had put up strenuous objections to
this use of the lake, citing both food fishing and spiritual
reasons. However, the provincial assessment had concluded
that the economic benefits of the mine would outweigh any
negative environmental impacts.

A July 2011 report, written by Mark Haddock of the
Northwest Institute and supported by West Coast
Environmental Law, provides interesting and detailed
comparisons between the original provincial and federal
assessments. 

A June 2010 agreement between the provincial and
federal governments and recent changes in federal
legislation generally favour a single evaluation, serving both
levels of government. This is to be the case in four projects,
including the Enbridge Northern Gateway proposal. 

The company’s new proposal moves the tailings dump to
a location two kilometers upstream from the lake. The First
Nations oppose the new proposal for the same reasons as
before.

The current Taseko review will  likely be carried out
under the revised Fisheries Act and the new CEAA, both
changed as part of the federal budget currently being
considered by Parliament.

Fish Lake considerations would appear to qualify under
the revisions to the Fisheries Act. However, the new CEAA
would probably limit environmental assessment to a single
review serving both levels of government. 

Taseko SLAPPs Wilderness Committee
At the beginning of March, Taseko filed a notice of claim

against the Wilderness Committee. The claim was that the
non-profit, on its website, had defamed the company with a
statement that ‘the new mine plan that Taseko is seeking
approval for proposes turning Little Fish Lake into a toxic
tailings pond’. The company says this is misleading; its new
proposal places the tailings dump away from the lake. It
claimed the statement was part of a ‘reckless and
overzealous campaign to encourage the general public to
oppose the Prosperity Project’.

It claims general, special, punitive and aggravated
damages, plus costs, and seeks an injunction that would
remove the statements. This approach, using the courts to
oppose public criticism, fits the description of a SLAPP: a
Strategic Lawsuit Against Public Participation. 

On its website, the Wilderness Committee relied on the
findings of the original federal environmental assessment,
which described the difficulties of building the mine next to
the lake without polluting it. It also quoted Taseko’s Vice
President of Engineering, Scott Jones, who said that the
water quality of Fish Lake would inevitably degrade: ‘you
might be able to delay that by moving the tailings facility
farther away…but eventually the water quality will change’.
The Wilderness Committee seeks dismissal of the suit. 0
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