Rural landowners victimized by lack of provincial action 
Framework sorely needed to protect special areas, say farmers and ranchers 

by Sheila Pratt, February 26, 2006, The Edmonton Journal

Lee Christensen is a grain farmer with 1,800 acres east of Calgary. 

He went to the bank last year looking for a mortgage on a parcel of

his land. He filled out the required forms, including an environmental questionnaire pointing out oil wells and a 50-year-old gas plant. 

Shortly after, the local Alberta Treasury Branch sent a letter turning down Christensen's loan application. The bank is worried about long-term environmental implications of the oil and gas activity on his land. 

"Forty-five per cent of my assets now are not mortgageable, including the house," said Christensen. 

He isn't the only landowner running into this problem at the bank. If it grows, this could open a new chapter in the age-old conflict between oil and agriculture -- with serious financial implications for farmers and ranchers. 

Christensen, like other farmers, is in a catch-22 situation. The oil industry is responsible for reclaiming old wells and cleanup of spills. But it's the farmer who pays the price at the bank when wells are sold to another company or cleanup is delayed. Of course we need the oil and gas, says Christensen. But without better land management, better cleanup rules, better enforcement,"we're going to leave this province in an unsustainable position." 

So when Premier Ralph Klein says he takes environmental protection seriously -- as he did yet again in Wednesday's throne speech – is he thinking of farmers like Christensen? 

In the speech, Klein calls for "a youth summit" on long-term environmental issues. Why not ask the farmers having trouble at the banks?

If there's one glimmer of hope, it's the long-overdue proposed Land Use Framework that promises to look at balancing all land uses, farming, oil and gas, recreation residential uses. That's what this province needs, a better balance of all interests. 

But so far, we're just heading for more talk -- a series of workshops where Albertans can discuss their "values and goals" for the land, says Klein. 
There clearly won't be any action soon enough to help ranchers farther west trying to protect the spectacular and environmentally sensitive eastern slopes of the Rockies. 

The Pekisko Group, about 30 long-time ranching families, are trying to convince the province to put a moratorium on drilling until a plan can be worked out to protect the crucial mountain watershed and the valuable fescue grasslands that feed their cattle. With the drilling, access roads and pipelines will come weeds that will drive out the
fescue, original prairie grass. 

If there's no such plan by fall, it will be too late, ranchers Gord Cartwright and Mac Blades recently told The Edmonton Journal. 

The Pekisko ranchers are putting squarely on the table a choice the Alberta government wants to avoid discussing -- but one that many Albertans are ready to look at -- the need for balance between short-term gains from oil extraction and the longer-term interest of
protecting a few special places.

As the ranchers put it: "We believe that a balance is required between short-term hydrocarbon extraction and the long-term economic benefit of the rangeland."

The long-term viability of this special area as ranchland, clean watershed and tourist attraction "exceeds the short-term benefit of high-risk hydrocarbon development," says the Pekisko group.

So far, the government won't consider putting any of the eastern slopes off limits to oil and gas. The ranchers are told it is because the government does not want "to set a precedence."

What does that mean? No area can be protected because someone else might ask, too? How ridiculous. Governments are elected to make such choices. 

Meanwhile, up in northeastern Alberta, environmentalists are watching wearily as the province begins its public consultation on the controversial Mineable Oil Sands Strategy. 

The strategy would create an industrial zone of 3,000 square kilometres for open pit mining in the midst of the boreal forest. This is better known as "sacrifice zone" among environmentalists, which is entirely accurate. Protection of wildlife and forests "will 
not be implemented prior or during the oilsand mining," says the draft policy. 

Rick Scheinder, of the Canadian Parks and Wilderness Association, says he has heard Klein's environmental platitudes before. It's more important to look what is happening on the ground. 

The government is selling oilsands leases at a faster rate than ever before. Last Thursday was a record day. The province earned $560 million selling leases on 10 parcels of land to one anonymous buyer.
That's more in one day than last year's total of $443 million. 

Once the land sales go through, it's harder to put any new conditions for environment protection on the projects. 

"Are people aware of how much we are sacrificing? We need to have that public debate," says Scheinder. 

Is pressure finally growing enough to force the government into that debate? 

Back in southern Alberta, Christensen says he voted Green in the last federal election and he describes himself as a "Green Conservative." 

On the other hand, "The first rule of rural life is don't rock the boat," Christenen adds. 

He's not alone. That's seems to be the first rule of life in most of Alberta when it comes to issues that ruffle Klein's feathers.
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