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once the assessment is finished. And by 
then, the project has essentially been 
given the governmental green light. 
(Xeneca Power Development, the com-
pany behind the Wanapitei dam, has 
voluntarily increased the review time 
to 60 days.) Nearly everyone I spoke to 
who opposes the Wanapitei project does 
so not because it’s in their backyard, or 
because they’re opposed to green energy, 
but because of the brief Class EA.

Frank Suraci, a niche energy-project 
consultant, told me that although the 
small hydro concept is sound, “The prob-
lem is created when you run these plants 
to meet peak demand periods for power.” 
While Suraci isn’t a biologist, he figured 
that would play havoc on the local eco-
system. I also spoke to a former Ontario 
Ministry of Natural Resources biologist, 
who wished to remain anonymous. “This 
will negatively impact the biological pro-
cesses upstream of the dam and below 
it,” he said, adding it will also destabilize 
the extensive, clay-based delta immedi-
ately below the facility, which is a nutri-
ent-rich area vital to feeding fry.

When I contacted Mark Holmes, Xen-
eca’s vice-president of corporate affairs, 
he refuted all such claims. “It’s a case of 
people with a little knowledge being dan-
gerous,” he said, vehemently denying the 
project is large enough to cause severe 
damage to the ecosystem. “This is not a 
big concrete facility designed to store mas-
sive amounts of water and release it.” 

According to Holmes, the public’s 
fears are unfounded, stemming largely 
from the legacy left by the huge, old 
power dams that nearly obliterated some 
walleye stocks in the French River delta. 
When I asked him if this could happen 
at the Wanapitei site, he adamantly said 
no. But then he added, “As for species 
that thrive in fast-moving water, they’re 
going to have to find a new place.” 

Something smells fishy, and unfortu-
nately, it isn’t Martha. 

If one thing’s clear, it’s the fact there’s 
no perfect solution to our country’s 
urgent green-energy needs, and compa-
nies such as Xeneca are bound to capital-
ize on that urgency. But we all need to be 
extremely careful not to harm the envi-
ronment while we hastily pursue ways 
to save it. 

As for the Wanapitei? Martha and I, 
we watch and wait. OC

not sold on green energy? also see Page 14 
For tHe debate surroundIng WInd Farms.

T his past spring, I saw something at my family cottage in Ontario 
that scared me. It wasn’t a rattlesnake or rogue black bear, but a 
postcard from Mike Palmer, who runs the nearby marina on the 
French River. On it was a warning about a proposed 2.8-megawatt 

hydroelectric dam on the Wanapitei River, a tributary of the historic French—and a 
petition to reject the development. 

This type of generating station, which is popping up across the country, is a run-
of-river plant with modified peaking. Essentially, it reduces the flow of water, flood-
ing the headpond, then releases the water at peak usage times to generate even more 
hydroelectricity. It can juice about 1,000 homes.

When Palmer handed me the postcard, he described some of the potential harmful 
impacts on crucial moose and elk wintering grounds, as well as on sturgeon and wall-
eye spawning beds. He also warned of declining water levels and water quality. Then 
he dropped the bombshell—the dam was to be built just upstream from my cottage. 

My mind began to race. How else will it affect fish and game in the area? What about the 
moose that my buddy and First Nations guide John Green takes for food every winter? What 
about “Martha,” the monster pike I’ve been chasing for the last five years?

With Ottawa’s goal of meeting 90 per cent of the country’s electricity needs using 
carbon-free sources by 2020, there’s been a huge increase in green-power projects 
across the land. In these early days, however, it’s nearly impossible to conduct a rock-
solid risk-benefit analysis.

Why? Because there’s scant long-term data about what these projects may or may 
not do to healthy river systems. Further, Ontario’s Green Energy Act has sanctioned 
broad use of what’s called a “Class EA,” a fast-tracked environmental assessment. Orig-
inally intended for projects that are carried out routinely and have mitigable effects on 

the environment, Class EAs can 
be completed in less than a year 
by an independent agency of 
the developers’ choosing. 

Worse, the process allows for 
just 30 days for public review 

power struggle 
By embracing green energy, are we harming wildlife?

Fair Game

8 TO LEARN MORE ABOUT THE WANAPITEI HYDRO  
PROJECT, PLEASE GO TO WWW.XENECA.COM.  
FOR MORE INFORMATION ON ONTARIO’S GREEN ENERGY 
ACT, MEANWHILE, VISIT WWW.MEI.GOV.ON.CA.


