PUBLIC PARTICIPATION:
INCREASED DEMANDS IN THE 1990s

by
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Abstract. The environmental wave of the 1980’s will continue through the
year 2000 and beyond. The public is demanding more and more involvement
in development decisions. The issue not only for industry, but for regulators
as well, is how to accommodate these public demands. In Alberta, the
opportunity for the pubhc to participate in the decision-making process
regarding major energy projects has always been available. Any proponent is
required to involve the public during the preparation of their Environmental
Impact Assessment and a quasi-judicial public hearing is provided for. This
process, although efficient, tends to be confrontational and often does not
result in a resolution of issues. As a result, community advisory committees
often evolve out of the hearing to enable the affected community to become
more actively involved in the project development and operation. In the oil
sands region, this confrontational dilemma has been evident with the native
community of Fort McKay since development began. In an effort to address
this dilemma, the Alberta Government initiated the community committee
concept as a standing committee to deal with any new development proposals.
The result has been open consultation with the community and resolution of
issues before any confrontation could develop. Regional land use and
reclamation decisions are being made with the input of all stakeholders,
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Introduction

The environmental wave of the 1980s will
continue through and accelerate to the year 2000
and beyond. With greater awareness of and interest
in resource management matters, the public is
demanding more and more involvement in
development decisions.  Established regulatory
regimes are continually being challenged to provide
more opportunity for public involvement. The issue,
not only for industry but for regulators as well, is
how to accommodate these demands in terms of
cost, manpower, and process.

Alberta’s regulatory process (Brocke 1990)
for major energy projects provides the opportunity
for public participation predominantly in the Public
Disclosure and Mine Permit-Processing FPlant-

Environmental Impact Assessment stages (see
Figure 1), This process provides for a quasi-judicial
public hearing and, although efficient, it tends to be
confrontational. Resolution of issues may not occur.

Consequently, the public hearing and
subsequent approval often results in a community
advisory committee being forined to enable the
affected community to be involved in ongoing
resolution of issues during development and
operation. In the most part, these committees work
well although it is unfortunate that they have always
been established after the fact and as a result of
confrontation.

In the oil sands region of Alberta, this
confrontation dilemma has been evident with
respect to the native community of Fort McKay

1Chairman, Development and Reclamation Review Committee, Land Reclamation Division, Alberta

Environment, Edmonton, Alberta, Canada.

America Society
10.21000/JASMR91010023

ot Mining

and Reclamation,

1991 pp 23-30

hitps://dor.org/10.21000/JASMR91010023 |

Page 23



Richard
Typewritten Text
Proceedings America Society of Mining and Reclamation, 1991 pp 23-30
 DOI: 10.21000/JASMR91010023


rbarn
Typewritten Text
https://doi.org/10.21000/JASMR91010023


PRELIMINARY DISCLOSURE
TO GOVERNMENT

PUBLIC DISCLOSURE

MINE PERMIT
AND
PROCESSING PLANT APPROVAL

ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT
ASSESSMENT

MINE LICENCE
AND
DEVELOPMENT AND RECLAMATION
APPROVAL

ABANDONMENT APPROVAL
AND
RECLAMATION CERTIFICATION

Figure 1: Overall Approval Process

Page 24



since development began. In an effort to address
the dilemma, the Alberta Government initiated the
community advisory-committee concept as a
standing committee.  Thus, the Fort McKay
Interface Committee (FMIC) was formed to deal
with any new development proposals.

The objective of this paper is to demonstrate
how the community advisory-committee concept has
served to provide increased, meaningful public
involvement throughout the regulatory process. The
result has been open consultation with the
community and resolution of issues before
confrontation was allowed to develop.

Background

Prior to establishment of FMIC, Fort McKay
was characterized as a native community of
approximately 300 Indian and Metis people with
inadequate housing, no water or sewer system, a
poor road system, a 60% unemployment rate, and
serious social and alcohol problems (Slavik et al

1988).

Fort McKay is in the heart of the Athabasca
oil sands region of northeastern Alberta. For over
20 years, the community has experienced the
environmental and socio-economic effects of the
Suncor and Syncrude oil sands developments located
only 20 km away. The relationship between the
commurity and the industry has been strained by

_ mistrust, suspicion, and often bitterness, as the

community struggled to maintain its identity, values,
and lifestyle. The relationship has been further
strained by the economic disparity created when the
industry collects billions of dollars while the
community remains mired in poverty. Also,
residents were concerned and at times alarmed
about atmospheric emissions and other impacts
from the operations having caused losses in wildlife
populations and habitat (Slavik et al 1988).

On the other hand, industry efforts at
establishing community-relations programs were
viewed with suspicion and no apparent desire for
dialogue. A variety of employment programs were
implemented with relatively low-success rates due to
lack of recognition of the need for other social
programs in the community at the same time.
Employment in isolation of dealing with the other
problems was not an acceptable solution to the
community. -

By and large, the regulatory process also had
failed to address the concerns of Fort McKay in that
the community believed their concerns were not
being heard. Despite intervening at public hearings
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and in other regulatory processes, their concerns
and complaints went unaddressed. They believed a
"one-shot" hearing was unable to come to terms
with the ongoing substantive environmental and
socio-economic problems that were afflicting their
community.

In recognition of the sense of futility and
frustration that characterized the situation, several -
leaders in government, industry, and the community
concluded that there must be a more effective way
of facilitate public involvement in oil sands
development. These leaders believed that Alberta’s
energy resources could be efficiently developed
without confrontation by addressing the needs and
concerns of the impacted community (Evans 1988).

Spurred on by this new found spirit of
cooperation, a senior-level commitment was made
to establish a more permanent forum that would
serve to break down the barriers that had plagued
the relationship between the community and the oil
sands operators. Concurrently, agreement was
reached to establish application review groups to
examine the environmental and socio-economic
impacts of the proposed Syncrude expansion to their
mine and plant (Evans 1988). This process was
successful in resolving many outstanding issues long
pursued by the community.

Thus, in October 1985 the Fort McKay
Interface Committee was established with the
objective of addressing the environmental concerns
of the community through a cooperative, integrated
approach.

Fort McKay Interface Committee (FMIC)

The committee consists of senior-level
representation from all the stakeholders, including
the Fort McKay community, industry, and all
relevant government agencies. It was essential that
membership be at a sufficiently senior rank (Chief,
Vice-President, Deputy Minister) to enable
decisions, by consensus, to be made on the spot.

To maintain impartiality, the members
agreed to employ an independent chairman. It was
also agreed to approach ail issues in an open and
flexible manner and in complete confidence.

The initial mandate of the FMIC was to
deal more cooperatively with environmental
concerns, However, the members were well aware
that the many other issues confronting the
community of Fort McKay needed to be addressed.
Therefore, the FMIC expanded its mandate to




address almost any concern brought forward,
including socio-economic, community development,
and corporate and commercial issues. The success
of the FMIC depends on this broadened scope and
its ability to directly address a wide range of
CODCErns.

Actions and Accomplishments

Since its establishment, the FMIC has taken
action on many environmental (see Figure 2) and
community development fronts (see Figure 3).
These included air quality assessment, review of
technical applications, environmental education,
technical training for native people, reclamation and
land use planning, and several community-
development projects.

Environment

Air Quality Assessment

The FMIC formed a working subcommittee
made up of technical representatives of the Indian
Band, the Energy Resources Conservation Board
(ERCB), Alberta Environment, and 2 industries:
Syncrude and Suacor. Under the direction of the
FMIC, the subcommittee was to conduct a major air
quality study of the Fort McMurray region,
including the Fort McKay community.

This was the first major compilation and
analysis of all available public and private sector
data on regional air quality. As a result,
recommendations were made on air quality
monitoring needs and other activities to be
undertaken on a regular basis in the region.

To oversee these activities, FMIC established
a permanent group, the Regional Air Quality
Coordinating Committee. This committee provides
a forum to discuss and resolve regional air quality
issues and provide input to the regulatory process.

‘ Review of Technical Applications

Based on the success of the original Syncrude
Expansion Application Review, FMIC promoted
that the concept be continued. Similar processes
are now being used for other projects in the area.
Suncor’s debottlenecking project and OSLO’s
proposed oil sands mine and bitumen extraction
project are both being reviewed in similar proactive
forums.

These forums, called Application Review
Teams, bring all the interested parties together to
jointly examine the application, identify deficiencies,

and evaluate and agree to mitigative measures. A
very important result is the identification of issues
that need to be considered in the detailed licencing
(operating} stage of the regulatory processes, as
indicated above under air quality and below under
reclamation and land use planning. '

The result has been an enhanced regulatory
framework with many of the tensions associated
with the traditional adversarial process removed.

Environmental Education

The FMIC formed the Community
Environmental Education Committee to determine
the need among native people and industry for
dialogue on environmental issues in the form of
training and educational programs. This committee
developed the Northern Alberta Environmental
Education Project. Its educational packages have
focused on northern Alberta, but the methodology
and much of the content will be transferable across
Canada. Additionally, a cross-cultural package of
environmental information drawn from a number of
government agencies is being developed.

Technical Training

The need for the community to gain an
understanding of the oil sands operations was
recognized in early FMIC discussions. The position
of Environmental Liaison Officer was created and
funded by the oil sands operators. A native person
from the community was recruited to the position
with the major duty of fostering communication
between the community and the industry. The
individual underwent technical training to gain
knowledge of the operations.

Reclamation and Land Use Planning

As a result of the Application Review Team
for the Syncrude Expansion Project, the Fort
McKay community was invited to participate and
provide input to the detailed regulatory process.

The process for reclamation approvals
conducted by the Development and Reclamation
Review Committee (DRRC) involves a technical
review of detailed development and reclamation
plans. The DRRC is a multidisciplinary,
interdepartmental, technical - review committee
charged with resolving technical issues and ensuring
that projects are properly planned and developed.

Upon receipt of Syncrude’s application for
Development and Reclamation Approval, the
DRRC advised the Fort McKay community of the
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application and the review procedures that would
follow. Synecrude, in fact, had delivered a copy of
the application to the community. They were
advised by the DRRC to review the application and
to attend committee meetings to present their
concerns, to hear the concerns of the others, to hear
Syncrude’s response to concerns, and to participate
in formulating resolutions.

As was indicated in the earlier review group
discussions, the concerns of the community were
related to regional issues rather than site-specific
issues, although site issues do affect the region. The
mandate of the DRRC is site-specific; thus, a
further dilemma arose in dealing with community
concerns. A mechanism was needed to integrate
the regional concerns of the community with the
site-specific activities of the company.

After considerable discussion, it was agreed
to present a request to the FMIC for direction and
consideration of a proposed mechanism that would
provide the bridge between the regional and site-
_ specific concerns. The proposal requested that the
FMIC establish a Regonal Land Use and
Reclamation Subcommittee patterned after the
Regional Air Quality Coordinating Committee.

The FMIC accepted the proposal and
directed the establishment of the subcommittee
consisting of all major stakeholders in the region.
The terms of reference for the subcommittee were
agreed upon and included: documenting the
existing land use planning and reclamation
regulatory processes; recommending changes to the
existing processes to improve their effectiveness;
identifying direct and indirect impacts of specific
projects on regional wildlife, forestry, and recreation
resources; and finally developing an integrated
regional strategy to minimize and mitigate the
impacts.

The subcommittee began its task in mid-
1989. All the existing planning and regulatory
processes operative in the region were documented
and the concerns fully discussed. The major
concern identified was that there tends to be
minimal integration of these processes that tend to
operate in isolation of one another. Therefore, it
was recommended to FMIC that the land use
planning and reclamation regulatory processes need
a linkage and that the community needs involvement
in both processes. The FMIC adopted the
recommendations. There is now a formalized
linkage between the processes, and the community
is actively participating in the planning process.

The subcommittee is continuing its work

towards development of an integrated strategy to
minimize and mitigate impacts of industrial
operations on regional wildlife, forestry, and
recreation resources. The strategy will be provided
to the planning and regulatory processes to be used
in developing integrated land-use and reclamation
plans in a regional context.

Community Development Projects

A number of community development
projects {sce Figure 3) have also been initiated with
FMIC assistance. A new reserve is being
negotiated and a land claim has been filed. When
negotiations with the provincial and federal
governments are completed, the land will be
transferred to the federal government and
designated as the Fort McKay reserve,

The FMIC has also assisted in initiating a
number of infrastructure projects in the community.
A new fire hall was built, new equipment was
purchased, and a fire training program has been
implemented. A new water treatment and sewer
system has been constructed and new roads have
been built, A new community administration and
retail complex was opened in 1988. The complex
houses corporate and Band offices, retail stores, and
community facilities. Various government agencies
and both Suncor and Syncrude contributed
substantially towards the construction of this facility.

Concurrently, corporate structures have
been established in the community to provide
contract services to both industry and government.
This Fort McKay Group of Companies comprises
the largest native contracting service in western
Canada and has directly resulted in unemployment
statistics that show a 90% employment rate in the
community.

3

Conclusions

The implementation of the community
advisory-committee concept has been successful in
establishing communication lines between
developers and the community in the Athabasca oil
sands region of Alberta. The suspicion and
confrontation common to the traditional regulatory
regime has been defused, and controversial issues
are being resolved.

It is unlikely that there is any savings in
terms of cost or manpower over the traditional
regulatory  process. However, all parties
unanimously agree that elimination of the
confrontational aspects of the regulatory regime
results in resolutions that are more likely to be win-




win and thus, satisfactory to everyone.

It is our belief that the conmcept of the
community advisory committee, as described in this
paper, is an acceptable, functional, consultation and
mediation process that can be adapted to serve the
increased public demand for involvement in
resource development decisions.
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