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Compromise lets Ontario join climate-change initiative
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TORONTO -- Ontario Premier Dalton McGuinty struck a bargain with the auto sector and leaders of a North American climate change initiative that paved the way for the province to join the group, sources say.

Mr. McGuinty assured auto industry officials last week that he won't adopt California's tough pollution standards for cars, even though Ontario has joined the Western Climate Initiative, a climate-change group led by that state, according to sources familiar with the talks. But in a letter dated July 17 asking to be included in the WCI, Mr. McGuinty praises the 10 provinces and states that are part of the coalition for adopting California's standards.

"The transportation sector is a major source of greenhouse gas pollutants," Mr. McGuinty says in the letter, a copy of which has been obtained by The Globe and Mail. "We recognize the rights and commend the efforts of California, other U.S. states and Canadian provinces to adopt California's rigorous greenhouse gas vehicle standards."

The letter and interviews with sources familiar with the talks reveal the compromise Mr. McGuinty negotiated that allowed the province to gain entry into the WCI, without signing on to California's bid for tough vehicle tailpipe emissions standards and without alienating the auto industry. The auto sector opposes the California standards, which would require car makers to improve the fuel efficiency of their vehicles. Mr. McGuinty is concerned about the impact the standards would have on the industry, the backbone of Ontario's economy.

The WCI was created last year by the governors of California, Arizona, New Mexico, Oregon and Washington to fight climate change by pushing for a carbon trading policy - also known as cap and trade - that would allow polluters to buy and sell credits according to their ability to meet emission-reduction targets. The states of Utah and Montana have also joined as well as the provinces of British Columbia, Manitoba and Quebec.

Ontario's refusal to embrace the California tailpipe plan had blocked it from joining. But the sources said WCI members wanted Ontario on board because the inclusion of Canada's largest province would help build momentum for a cap-and-trade system. The province was invited to join on July 18 after Mr. McGuinty demonstrated that his government was tackling climate change on other fronts, including developing clean sources of electricity.

The WCI says in its statement of goals that a member must adopt the California tailpipe standards. But WCI project manager Patrick Cummins said other factors may also be considered, including an overall commitment to address climate change.

"There was nothing written in stone at the outset about what the criteria would be."

In his letter, Mr. McGuinty says he wants to work with the auto sector to develop clean cars. He also says he wants a single emission standard for all of North America, even if it's stricter than the one proposed by California, which is the subject of legal challenges.

"I favour a happy intersection between the economy and the environment by a single aggressive North American standard," Mr. McGuinty told reporters recently.

David Paterson, vice-president of government and environmental affairs at General Motors of Canada Ltd., said the Premier has given industry players his assurance that he will continue to strongly support the advantages of one national standard.

Mr. McGuinty would rather have the marketplace force auto makers to adapt and change. That appears to be happening as high gas prices roil the automotive market, particularly in the United States, which is the destination for more than 80 per cent of the vehicles made in Canada. Auto makers have severely cut production of trucks and traditional sport utility vehicles and are rushing to produce as many compact cars as they can.
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