
The National Energy Board Joint Review Panel is supposed
to consider whether the construction of a thousand-
kilometre pipeline to transport diluted bitumen from the
Alberta tar sands to the port of Kitimat on the BC coast is ‘in
the national interest’. The Panel of three will hear
submissions from about 276 ‘intervenors’ and some 4500
‘commenters’; it is expected that the public hearings will take
close to two years.
If the Panel makes a positive recommendation, the

federal cabinet can then decide whether the $5.5 billion
project will be permitted to proceed. If the Panel
recommends against the project, the cabinet can ask it to
reconsider, but cannot decide to approve it anyway (this
interpretation of the law comes from UBC Professor George
Hoberg and University of Calgary law professor Nigel
Bankes). However, negative National Energy Board
decisions are rare.
More To It Than The Hearing Presents
The issue is whether Enbridge should be allowed to build
and operate the specific pipeline as proposed, given its
economic and environmental impacts. 
The choice, as presented by the Canadian government

and the industry, is clear. If you support the increased
diversity of export markets, you support this pipeline. 
Another view presents the question as the export of tar

sands oil to Asia versus the environment of northern British
Columbia and the Great Bear Rainforest. It’s economic
motherhood versus environmental motherhood. 
Creating this ‘either/or’ choice conceals, perhaps

deliberately, vital issues which require informed public
discussion. Even given the Joint Review Panel’s limited
mandate, Prime Minister Harper has clearly indicated his
impatience with the hearing process, by threatening
legislation to limit the time allowed (as he has with
parliamentary debate). 

Possibly An Empty Pipeline
What if the basic proposition is flawed? Enbridge’s proposal
assumes a tripling of 2010 tar sands production by 2035. 
This estimate appears to have been based on Enbridge’s

projected continuation of the 2010-2025 development
trend, as earlier anticipated by the Canadian Association of
Petroleum Producers. It depends on the implementation of
virtually every conceived, planned, and under construction
tar sands project. Unless this production volume is realized,
the pipeline capacity represented by the Northern Gateway
project cannot be utilized.
An analysis by J David Hughes, last November, titled The

Northern Gateway Pipeline: An Affront to the Public
Interest and Long Term Energy Security of Canadians
states that, ‘An analysis of current Canadian oil
consumption, imports, exports, production and remaining
reserves, reveals that an exponential growth in oil sands
production and exports will compromise the long term
energy security interests of Canadians…’
Put bluntly, Hughes says Canada could run out of its own

oil by 2050 because of an emphasis on short-term export
profits over the next 20 years. Such an expansion, of course,
also has dire environmental consequences, both on the
ground in Alberta and in terms of greenhouse gas emissions.
The National Energy Board (NEB), home base of two of

the Joint Review Panel’s members, also published a report
last November which echoes the Enbridge estimates. The
NEB had not previously projected tar sands production
beyond 2025. Curiously, the NEB report does not touch on
the issue of Canada’s long-term petroleum security.

Planning a National Energy Strategy
The Enbridge proposal aims to pre-empt what should be a
national energy strategy. Since the abandonment of the
National Energy Program—the notorious NEPproposed by
the Trudeau government—Canada has followed a ‘market
based’ policy. Prime Minister Harper says this has ‘served
Canada well’. 
The policy has been buttressed by the NAFTA clause

which requires Canada to export a given proportion of its oil
supply to the US, and has resulted in Canada’s eastern
provinces importing their oil from declining European
sources, and middle eastern sources that the US
characterized as ‘unethical’. Instead, the US imports tar
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sands oil which Canada characterizes as ‘ethical’.
Alison Redford, the new premier of Alberta, has

proposed that Canada’s provincial governments work
together on a new national energy strategy which would
include petroleum, electricity, natural gas, and coal; it is
apparent that the oil companies are already working on their
sector.
In a national energy strategy, conservation and the

proliferation of  ‘green’ energy sources would also have to
be considered. And once again, the ‘national interest’ is not
limited to a short-term view of employment and earnings
for shareholders, but rather to the broader, long-term
benefits for Canadians and their country.

Sliding Past Alternatives
In addition to major aspects of national policy, the terms of
reference of the review process preclude any consideration
of alternatives to the pipeline. 
The Panel will not consider any alternatives that might

accomplish the same ends—that is, to provide a means to
ship diluted bitumen to Asian customers; no alternative
pipeline routes or shipping methods. It will also not consider
whether it is a good idea to sell diluted bitumen to Asian
customers, or whether we might at least upgrade it to
synthetic crude before we ship it.

Commentary
BC Premier Christy Clark has declared that the BC coast
belongs to all of Canada. In a curious way she is right.
Energy is a high priority interest of all Canadians. 

However, Canada needs to take a broad view of energy.
Canadians, after all, are the world’s greatest users of fossil
fuels per capita; not surprising when you consider a huge,
cold nation from sea-to-sea-to-sea. Add to that the growing
natural gas consumption of the tar sands production process
itself. And, the ‘national interest’ is also the interest of future
generations of Canadians.
In fact, a national energy strategy is a prime responsibility

of government. It’s right up there with health care, social
justice, and national defence. It can’t be left to investors, the
market, or the energy industry.
It’s clear that the expectation that large quantities of

unprocessed bitumen from the tar sands will be made
available to China over the long-term is behind recent
massive Chinese purchases of tar sands projects ($12.43
billion identifiable so far, $6.85 billion from Sinopec
Corporation). Ten international companies, including
Sinopec, contributed to a $100 million fund for Enbridge ‘to
assist in the cost of gaining regulatory approval…’
All things considered, the Northern Gateway Project will

either become a massive concession to the Chinese, or it is
a highly speculative venture. Either way, its contribution to
Canada’s ‘national interest’ is questionable. 0
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