Ottawa devising energy strategy
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The federal government is devising a national energy-technology strategy as one of the next steps in meeting its emission-reduction targets established under the Kyoto Protocol.

In a recent document on climate change obtained this week by The Globe and Mail, federal bureaucrats say the government "could announce a National Energy Science and Technology Strategy" -- a plan the government would not comment on yesterday.

While the program would certainly assist in the advancement of energy technologies, experts say it could be used to force companies to trade the right to produce greenhouse gas emissions and perhaps ensure equitable distribution of power across the regions. Canada is essentially 13 separate countries when it comes to energy production.

The words "national" and "energy" carry much emotional baggage when strung together in Canada. The much-loathed National Energy Program of the early 1980s tried to make Canada self-sufficient in oil through price controls and federal taxes on oil and gas production but had the effect of driving oil companies and profits out of Alberta.

But energy experts say the new strategy is unlikely to bear any resemblance to the NEP. Instead, they say, it would primarily be used to encourage the new technologies such as wind power.

"This is what we called for in the election," said NDP Leader Jack Layton. "If you're going to tackle climate change, you have to transform the way we deal with energy and that should be done right across the country with a strategy that can really excite Canadians."

Mr. Layton is concerned, however, that the name of the new strategy implies it will be aimed at developing new technologies to meet our Kyoto targets.

"The fact is we have the technologies to get us to Kyoto available now. They are renovating buildings to save energy and renewable energy and investing in the transportation sector with a green-car strategy and public transit and rail," he said. "My worry is that they are going to wrap it all up in the idea of trying to find solutions in the future so as to pretend we don't have solutions today."

"Key elements of the vision" of that national energy-technology strategy are about to be presented to cabinet's ad hoc committee on climate change and sustainable environment, says the document, a paper likely written by bureaucrats for presentation to cabinet ministers.

"It would be a very welcome thing," said John Bennett of the Sierra Club, a leading environmental group. 


There will eventually be huge pressure on the supply of Canadian energy, and the supply around the world, said Mr. Bennett. It will come not only from the United States but from emerging industrial giants such as China and India.

"To take advantage of that, we should be using as little as possible," he said. A national strategy "would mean you could take advantage of that resource to bring in foreign exchange and use the profits to reduce the actual use of the fuel in Canada."

Cabinet ministers heading into a meeting yesterday afternoon refused to discuss a Globe report that said the government acknowledges it will not meet its Kyoto targets and may have to move to regulation. No sector of Canadian industry has yet agreed to meet government targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

So opposition critics said it's no surprise that Canada's commitment to reducing greenhouse gas emissions to below 1990 levels by 2010 will not be met.


The Liberal government "waffled around, we wouldn't take strong action, we wouldn't lay out a plan, there's been no plan that shows how we would actually get to Kyoto and reduce the emissions like we promised the world we would," said Mr. Layton, who will introduce his own party's plan for meeting Kyoto targets later this week. "What good is the Canadian handshake? It turns out it's not worth much."

John Duncan, the Conservative natural resources critic, is also not surprised that the targets will not be reached but he is concerned about the threat of increased regulation of industry.
 
"What we're going to end up with," he said, "is the government making decisions that are going to be counterproductive for the Canadian economy, as opposed to offering incentives and a made-in-Canada solution to our problems."

