
Building a New

Model in the

Columbia Basin

Rather than demanding a compensation

package, however, they have negotiated

with the Province an experiment in re-

gional authority, funded by revenue from

resources extracted from the region.

THE COLUMBIA RIVER TREATY

British Columbia’s southeastern corner

shares with the U.S.A. one of the conti-

nent’s largest river drainage basins. With

its headwaters high in the Rocky Moun-

tains and fed by its Kootenay and Okana-

gan valley tributaries, the Columbia River

drains over 100,000 square kilometers of

the province, and an area four times that

size south of the line. Before the coming

of the railway, it was the highway to B.C.’s

southern interior. Before the coming of

hydroelectricity, it was also one of the

world’s greatest salmon spawning

grounds.

The Columbia River Treaty, ratified

in 1964, enabled Canadians and Ameri-

cans to dam and manage the river’s waters

jointly. The treaty arranged for the con-

struction of three major dams along the

river’s Canadian segment in order to

vastly enhance hydroelectric power gen-

eration, irrigation, and flood control, par-

ticularly stateside.

The circumstances leading to the

treaty’s ratification (it was actually signed

in 1961) secured the Province an addi-

tional payoff of a different order. Amongst

other things, the treaty awarded B.C. half

the additional power that American

power plants were expected to generate

on account of Canada’s control over the

storage and release of waters. In its deter-

mination to exchange this entitlement for

American cash, the Social Credit govern-

ment of the day ran afoul of Ottawa’s

claim to supremacy in international busi-

ness dealings. After two years of wran-

gling, the Province won out; it sold the

first 30 years of the power entitlement for

a flat US$254 million. Moreover, the ne-

gotiation process confirmed the Prov-

ince’s authority as owner of the resource

and the authority of a provincial agency,

BC H ydro, to carry out Canada’s treaty

obligations.

It was a coup for provincial power.

Ironically, this coup brought decidedly

mixed blessings to the B.C. communities

T
his is a story about power - not so much the hydroelectric variety, as the

political and economic. The damming of the Columbia River over the

past 30 years has occasioned a significant shift in power from the federal

to the provincial level. Yet even that devolution did little to safeguard the interests

of the people living in the river basin. Now, determined efforts on the part of

those communities are transferring much of that power to the regional level.

ENERGY & the

COMMUNITY

INTEREST

(above) Citizens of Golden, B.C.,

recommend policy and procedures for the

newly established Columbia Basin Trust in

October 1995. (opposite) Radically

fluctuating lake levels seriously compromise

the recreational value that damming was

supposed to bring to the Columbia and

Kootenay river valleys. Photos courtesy of

Columbia Basin Trust.
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involved. Formal public consultation had

been minimal (and occurred only after

the treaty was signed), but support for the

deal was widespread. Like the provincial

government, many people were con-

vinced the economic benefits were worth

the cost.

Dam construction created a booming

economy in some localities (e.g., Revel-

stoke, see page 4) for as long as 20 years.

However, unlike the construction firms,

thousands of hectares of inundated forest

and farmland and drastically reduced fish

populations never “went away.” Promised

improvements to the tourist trade never

materialized. Nor was any portion of the

Province’s treaty benefits designated for

the recovery and development of the re-

gion most deeply affected by the dams’

construction. The Columbia Basin’s

contribution to the B.C. economy (now

about half the hydroelectric power con-

sumed provincially) effectively went

unrecognized.

REDRESSING THE SITUATION

Protest against this treatment went

largely unheard until the 1990s and the

re-opening of the terms of sale of B.C.’s

power entitlement. To influence the out-

come of this negotiation, three regional

districts in the Columbia basin formed

the Columbia River Treaty Committee

(CRTC) in 1992. They were later joined

by two other regional districts and the

Ktunaxa-Kinbasket Tribal Council.

The CRTC was not created to remon-

strate with the provincial government

about neglect or misuse. This approach

had not worked in 30 years, and could not

be expected to work now. Instead, the

CRTC’s mandate was to establish a pro-

vincial-regional partnership to locally ad-

minister some portion of the treaty

benefits. It was after an arrangement that

would empower people, not merely com-

pensate for their losses.

The CRTC could approach the pro-

vincial government with substantial

clout. Very low water levels due to

drought had again alerted the regional

population to the full cost of the treaty.

The committee impressed upon both

federal and provincial governments that

no deal should be approved without a

public review of its social and environ-

mental impact.

The New Democratic government in

Victoria was amenable. While in opposi-

tion the party had insisted that the issues

raised by the treaty be addressed. Colum-

bia-Kootenay representation in the Leg-

islative Assembly was uniformly New

Democrat. Moreover, the Province had

found a buyer for some of B.C.’s power

entitlement in the Portland-based Bon-

neville Power Administration, so cash

would be on hand. To make amends for

“the disruption and despair” that the

treaty brought upon the communities of

the Columbia basin, Victoria expressed a

willingness to earmark a portion of the

sale revenue for the region, and to let the

region have a major say in how the money

was disposed.

The provincial-regional partnership

was shaped through a lengthy process of

public consultation. In 1993-95, well over

100 public meetings were held in commu-

nities throughout the basin, not to men-

tion presentations to service

organizations and high school students.

Residents and officials discussed the

forms that the region’s share of treaty
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benefits might take, as well as options for

the scope, mandate, and membership of

a basin-wide trust to manage the region’s

share.

Certain major themes came into focus

in the course of these meetings. People

wanted to see the region obtain immedi-

ate access to some funds, but to secure a

long-term revenue stream as well. They

wanted to see a wide range of investments

possible - social, economic, and environ-

mental - co-ordinated through a basin-

wide strategic plan. The organization to

oversee this investment would necessar-

ily require a broad, flexible mandate em-

phasizing future sustainability,

liveability, and diversity. It would also

have to be directed by and accountable to

basin residents.

With this input, Victoria and the

CRTC entered into negotiations that cul-

minated in the signing of the Columbia

Basin Accord in March 1995. It stipulated

that the region was to share in the treaty’s

so-called “downstream” benefits and that

a regional trust would be created to man-

age that share. The Columbia Basin Trust

(CBT) Act passed in the B.C. Legislature

in May established that corporation,

which in turn signed a final binding agree-

ment with the Province in July.

STRUCTURE & MANDATE

The CBT is authorized to manage the

regional allocation and other assets “for

the economic, environmental and social

well-being of the residents of the Colum-

bia Basin.” Not an agent of the govern-

ment, although its single share is held by

the Minister of Finance, the CBT’s work

in no way relieves any level of government

of existing obligations. Instead, the Trust

is equipped to become a self-sustaining

servant of regional interests through joint

ventures with the provincial government

in hydroelectric projects.

The Province is to supply CBT with

$250 million as a capital contribution for

investment in three power projects in the

region. Victoria will make an investment

of equal value in the projects through its

own subsidiary, the Columbia Power Cor-

poration, as well as provide loan guaran-

tees. In the long run, CBT’s share (50%)

of the profits of these ventures will be-

come a major source of its operational

funds. In the interim, CBT will receive

$45 million up front for investment pur-

poses and another $2 million a year until

2010 to cover the expenses of administra-

tion, resource planning, and the other

activities its mandate requires.

The CBT is to manage its assets in

accordance with the wishes of the re-

gional population as it is expressed in

short- and long-term basin management

plans. It is the job of the board of directors

to co-ordinate that public planning proc-

ess, to appoint a chief executive officer

and implement the plan, and to report its

work to the constituents. All the board

members are to be basin residents: two

come from each of the regional districts

involved, two from the tribal council, and

six provincial appointees. They are all

subject to immediate recall by the organi-

zations they represent.

CHALLENGES

It has been said that “nothing great was

ever accomplished with the consent of

the neighbours.” H aving experienced the

consequences of inadequate consult-

ation, the Columbia basin residents are

determined to put that maxim to the test.

Nonetheless, the process into which

they are wading is a challenging one. The

CBT is to act to fulfill the wishes of

residents as expressed through the Basin

Management Plan. How will the planning

process ensure that it does in fact identify

the resident’s wishes?

Open houses and workshops since the

signing of the Binding Agreement indi-

cate on the one hand the freedom and

enthusiasm of the participants. They

sense it is their process and their corpo-

ration, and its future is of critical impor-

tance to them. The symposiums that

have been held remind one observer of

“annual shareholders’ meetings,” so com-

The Columbia Basin Trust Act

establishes a local authority to act

in partnership with the Province

in further development of the

region’s hydroelectric potential.

The Trust’s share of the energy

profits are to be applied in

accordance with a management

plan completed by the

communities involved.
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mitted are the participants. On the other

hand, there is a great breadth of opinion

about how the CBT should conduct itself

and manage its assets.

Should the CBT keep up its intensive

process of public consultation, or should

it simply secure public assent as neces-

sary? Should the Plan be submitted for

approval to a referendum, to a constituent

assembly, or just to the board? Should the

CBT’s money be split up between com-

munities according to need, or should it

be concentrated? At the moment, all

these matters remain to be resolved, and

their resolution may be far more trying to

the cohesion and enthusiasm of residents

than the establishment of the Trust ever

was.

Should the CBT play a very active role

in securing compensation for victims of

the treaty? Many people who lost prop-

erty or a livelihood to the Columbia River

Treaty look upon the CBT primarily as a

channel for disbursing compensation

funds, or as an advocate for treaty victims.

ow are investment and funding pro-

posals to be assessed? Must they guaran-

tee a significant financial return? For that

matter, must they be made exclusively

within the region? Some people urge the

importance of building the corporation’s

asset base. Others demand that projects

with significant social or environmental

payoffs should warrant financial support.

The fact that the lion’s share of the

Trust’s initial resources will go to one

sector - hydroelectric power generation

(and an environmentally controversial

sector at that) - is viewed with skepticism

in some quarters.

Finally, the Trust must secure the role

of a full partner in the management of the

region’s water. H ow is this to be ensured?

The Binding Agreement specifies a

number of ways in which government and

corporation will co-ordinate future envi-

ronmental work. Of more critical impor-

tance to the region’s political power,

however, are the possibility of repre-

sentation in BC ydro and the treaty’s

engineering board, not to mention on any

team negotiating treaty renewal. These

ideas will have to be hammered out in

order to ensure that a full partnership

does emerge from this provincial-regional

agreement.

THE CBT & CED

While many questions remain to be

worked through, we can already assert

that the Columbia Basin Trust is an

emerging model. The linkage of resource

revenues to an organization mandated to

enhance the environmental, social, and

economic interests of the residents is an

important breakthrough.

Time will tell if the potential for forg-

ing innovative partnerships with commu-

nities will be seized. For example,

Revelstoke is in the northern reaches of

the basin. It has already developed some

important organizational resources that

can be built on. So do other communities.

Will the CBT find means to strengthen

these local resources through its invest-

ments, or will it try to go it alone?

If capacity, clout, and capital are going

to be created - all necessary prerequisites

to building sustainable regions - local

partners are going to be absolutely criti-

cal. It is through the community partner-

ships that the participation needed to

build effective plans and projects can be

fostered. Done carefully, the downstream

benefits of a 30 year old energy deal can

be transformed into the energy needed to

restore and revitalize an entire region.�

If the capacity, clout,

& capital necessary to

building regional

sustainability are to

be created, local

partners are going to be

absolutely critical. It is

through the community

partnerships that the

participation needed to build

effective plans and projects.

Making Waves, Vol. 6, No. 4

17




