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Honourable Jonathan Wilkinson 
Minister of the Environment and Climate Change 
House of Commons 
Ottawa, ON 
KlA 0A6 

September 7, 2020 

Re: Ecological Impacts Associated with Rescinding Alberta's 1976 Coal Policy 

Dear Mr. Wilkinson: 

The Alberta Chapter of The Wildlife Society (ACTWS) and the Canadian Section ofThe Wildlife Society 
are non-profit organizations representing over 700 wildlife professionals across Alberta and Canada. Our 
mission is to inspire and empower wildlife professionals to engage in science-based management and 
conservation of animals and their habitats. We are affiliated with The Wildlife Society, the largest 
organization of wildlife professionals in the world. ACTWS members live and work across Alberta and 
many of them are concerned about the  recent growing interest in and approval of  coal mining 
exploration proposals in western Alberta. 

First, we commend you on your decision to require a Federal Environmental Impact Review for the Vista 
coal mine expansion in Albert a. Requiring this mine expansion to undergo a thorough environmental 
review will hold Vista accountable for meeting environmental regulations and minimizing impacts to 
Alberta water, wildlife, and their habitats, as well as human communities. Unfortunately, this mine 
expansion is only the beginning of a coal resurgence in Alberta that we find deeply concerning. 

Alberta's Coal Development Policy (1976) separated the province into four zones and provided clear 
regulations regarding coal mining exploration and operations  in each  zone. This policy restricted  open 
pit mines in the mountains and foothills of Alberta and provided certainty  for industry regarding where 
coal development was more appropriate. The current United Conservative Party (UCP) government 
rescinded this policy without any public consultation and has continued to decline interview requests to 
provide Albertans with more information. The ACTWS is most concerned with Zone 2, which includes 
substantial amounts of the Rocky Mountains and Foothills that are now open for, and vulnerable to, coal 
exploration and surface mining. The Alberta Government has committed to completing regional land use 
plans for Alberta, but these plans have yet to be completed for the Rocky Mountain and Foothill regions. 
Now these planning efforts are being contradicted by many exploration and open pit mine proposals. At 
least two mine proposals are in and around the Bighorn Backcountry Public Land Use Zone (Bighorn), an 
area which only two years ago was being considered for provincial protected area designation. The 
proposed Provincial Park protection (cancelled by the UCP government) was designed to increase 
protection of the North Saskatchewan headwaters  and improve recreation planning and management. 
The majority of Albertans were supportive  of protecting the Bighorn, and the  area  is growing in 
popularity as an outdoor recreation destination because  of its beauty, accessibility  and localized  travel 
as a result of the pandemic. Approving coal mining in this area contravenes public appreciation of this 
area. 
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The ACTWS would like to present three important measures for your consideration and discussion: 
1. Implications for the federal Environmental Impacts Assessment Act.
2. Potential Impact on SARA-listed Species.
3. Federal Requirement for Indigenous Consultation.

1. Implications for the Environmental Impacts Assessment Act
We believe rescinding the Coal Development Policy in Alberta is a federal issue; the exploration and
development of large-scale open-pit coal mines should require Federal Environmental Impact
Assessments and decisions. While Section 92A of the Canadian Constitution guarantees Alberta the right
to jurisdiction over resource development, coal mining projects are large and have the potential for
serious short and long-term environmental impacts both on local and regional scales. Federal concerns
apply particularly to transboundary issues with bordering provinces, territories, and potentially into the
United States. Coal mining on the eastern slopes releases selenium, which is toxic to humans, fish and
wildlife in large amounts; transboundary issues may involve water, vegetation, soil, wildlife, and air
quality. For example, the Teck coal mine in British Columbia is currently the subject of international
investigations because of its infractions of the Federal Fisheries Act. The Elk River downstream of the
Teck coal mine flows into Montana and the concentrations of selenium in water in the United States has
caused great concern with conservationists and raised the ire of the U.S. Environmental Protection
Agency . Even though Teck has had water treatment plants in operation for years, they have had limited
success in reducing the amount of selenium in the Elk River. With any new coal mining development,
Alberta will have the same transboundary issues thereby assuring that this will be a federal issu e. The
federal government is the governing body that should be making decisions regarding the impacts that
projects of this size may have on Canadian land, water, wildlife, and people. It would be concerning to
leave projects of this scale and magnitude  up to  provincial governments  that may be more susceptible
to intense industry lobbying and largely concerned with short term, localized issues that may not
represent the interests of all Cana dians.

Alberta has a long legacy of environmental concerns and failures in all phases of coal development, 
especially in mountain and foothill landscapes. From mine exploration to construction, and from 
operations to eventual reclamation, Albertans have witnessed irreversible habitat destruction for short 
term economic gains that quickly vanish when the price of coal drops. Once coal is not profitable, 
international companies vacate the province in days, leaving ghost towns with high unemployment in 
their wake. Given this history, we question the feasibility of coal development within the context of 
other Provincial and Federal commitments to protect water quality and species at risk, provide 
abundant recreational opportunities, and ensure sustainable land uses in physically challenging 
topography. As such, we recommend that a synoptic survey of all mines in Alberta be undertaken by the 
federal government to compare recommendations in original environmental impact assessments to 
mitigation and monitoring programs that were implemented. This review should include a 
comprehensive cumulative effects assessment that evaluates collective landscape changes over time 
and models how coal mining approvals might impact the Federal and Provincial commitments above. 
This review could act as a guide for future coal development decision making. Further, all coal 
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"I think Canadians expect us to look at whether or not we should continue to be exporting thermal coal 
at a time when we're telling other governments that they shouldn't be using it." 

bear conflict.  Alberta's eastern slopes contain critical core grizzly 

 ederal government's recovery strategies for 



 

 

 
 

 

 

   

  Treaty 6, 7, and 8, as well as Alberta's Metis.  
 

 
 

 

 
 

 

  
 

 

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

  
 

 

  
 

 

    
 

 

  
 

 

 
 

    review Alberta's decision to rescind the Coal 

proposals, as well as work to maintain the integrity of the environment of Alberta's east slopes. 
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