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Groups ask Trust to act on Fanny Bay coal mine threat

Graham Brazier

The Raven coal mine proposed for a 3,100 hectare site near
Fanny Bay on Vancouver Island, within spitting distance of
Baynes Sound, has provoked a second response from the
Islands Trust. In March 2010, Trust Council was quick to
respond to an announcement by the governments of BC and
Canada that a proposal to mine vast quantities of coal for
shipment to Asian markets from the site was about to enter an
environmental review process. Trust Council promptly and
publicly stated its opposition to the project in letters to both the
Premier and a number of cabinet ministers.

Since that time, the Denman Island Local Trust Committee,
whose jurisdiction is, in some places, a mere 600 metres from
the huge Raven Tenure, has, at every opportunity in the review
process,ji1 proclaimed its desire and obligation to preserve and
protect its interests in Baynes Sound from contamination that is
almost sure to flow from the normal processes of mining coal. To
date, their concerns have not been satisfactorily acknowledged
by either provincial or federal authorities.

Alarmed by this lack of response from senior governments,
two independent citizens groups were provoked to make a joint
presentation to Trust Council at its most recent quarterly
meeting on Bowen Island. Acting together, Denman Opposes
Coal (DOC) and the Gulf Islands Alliance (GIA) urged Trust
Council to adopt a more vigorous defense of the Trust Area and
to take action in support of its stated opposition.

It was pointed out that the Raven Tenure is larger than five
of the 13 major member islands in the Trust and its potential
impact on the Trust Area needs to be taken seriously. It was
argued that precipitation and gravity acting on the ‘reject piles’
stored at the site of the proposed mine would, in time, have
serious impacts on Baynes Sound.

‘56% of the materials extracted at the mine, the presentation
said, ‘will be reject or waste rock—estimated to be about 1.1
million tons per year and, over the planned 16-year life of the
mine, close to 18 million tons.’

The reject piles will be located above ground at the mine site
in the heart of the Cowie Creek watershed, less than 4 km from
Baynes Sound. Exposed to air and precipitation, the report goes

on to say, ‘the massive waste piles and exposed surfaces of the
mine workings can be expected to generate acid mine drainage,
which can contain arsenic, cadmium, selenium, and mercury.
Given the topographical, geological, and hydrological conditions
of the mine site area, the threat of Acid Mine Drainage (AMD)
to alter the seabed in the Trust Area is real.’

Drawing on expert legal advice and a legal opinion obtained
by GIA in 2007, the presentation went on to urge trustees to take
more active measures to protect Baynes Sound. It was suggested
that the Council thoroughly explore all legal means for exercising
its authority relative to protecting its territory from potential
threats from the proposed coal mine. Additionally, Trust Council
was urged to undertake a program to collect seabed samples for
the purpose of determining its present composition in advance
of any mining activity that may be approved in the future. It was
argued this would facilitate a comparison of ‘before and after’
samples for the purpose of measuring impacts of mining on the
Baynes Sound seabed and to demand stronger mitigation
measures should they be required.

For reasons not yet clear, Trust Council opted to take only
two suggestions offered by the joint presentation. Firstly, the
Council Chair undertook to inform, by letter, the Environmental
Assessment Office and Canadian Environmental Assessment
Agency that the Denman Island Local Trust Area (DLTA)
extends to the natural boundary of the sea on the east side of
Vancouver Island and that the preservation and protection of
the DLTA has not been adequately addressed in the current
assessment of the Raven Coal Mine application.

And, secondly, recommends that the Islands Trust Council
add ‘preservation and protection of the seabed’ and “policies to
address potential impacts on the Trust Area from projects sited
outside the Trust boundaries’ to the [future] Policy Statement
Review Topic List.

The letter was written on October 19 but didn’t even make the
‘highlights’ tab on the Trust home page. While advocacy without
action might be an acceptable second-best, say DOC and GIA
members, advocacy without vigour isn’t advocacy at all. &
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