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Introduction  

By mid-January 2014, PEI residents had some weeks to reflect on the government’s consideration of lifting the moratorium on the drilling of high capacity (or deep water) wells in response to lobbying efforts made by Cavendish Farms and the PEI Potato Board. This was the catalyst for a groundswell of thoughtful and informed opinions which flooded various media across the island, and the desks of the government. 

  
It is imperative that respect for protecting fresh water be at the forefront of these discussions. PEI is one of only a small number of places entirely dependent upon groundwater, prompting the need for careful, diligent deliberations.  

  
The intention of this brief is to outline some serious concerns surrounding the lifting of the moratorium on high capacity wells and provide a number of recommendations to assist in the deliberations of this Standing Committee.  

The Citizens’ Alliance of PEI initiated the process to form the Coalition for the Protection of PEI Water. This new community-based organization is made up of representatives of other coalitions, groups, and individuals opposing the lifting of the ban on high capacity wells. 

Members of the Coalition for the Protection of PEI Water to-date include:

Citizens’ Alliance of PEI

Atlantic Canada Chapter of Sierra Club
Cascumpec Watershed Association

Cooper Institute

Cornwall & Area Watershed Group

Council of Canadians

Don’t Frack PEI

Ellen’s Creek Watershed Group

Environmental Coalition of PEI

Friends of Covehead-Brackley Bay Watershed

Green Party PEI

Hunter-Clyde Watershed Group

National Farmers Union, District 1, Region 1

New Democratic Party of PEI

Pesticide Free PEI

Save Our Seas and Shores PEI
South Shore Watershed Association  (Tryon

   
River, Westmoreland River, DeSable



River, Augustine Cove and Cape

 

Traverse, and Seven



 Mile Bay Watershed Associations) 

Winter River – Tracadie Bay Watershed Assoc.

Over 200 individual members

1.0
Science of the People: The People Know

The use of the word “science” generally has a numbing effect on the community. Rightly or wrongly, it is a word that reeks of “high” learning, an elitism, the main characteristic of which is exclusion of the majority. Science is important, but such language can be used as a way of closing people down, dividing the community between the “educated” and the “uneducated”. For many of us, the use of language such as, “We have to educate the public.” (about the deep well issue) is not only condescending, it is a distortion of the real meaning of education.  Dictionary origins of the word “educate” refers to leading out, bringing out.  To quote the educator, philosopher, and political activist, Paulo Freire, “One cannot expect positive results from an 

educational or political action program which fails to respect a particular view-of-the-world held by the people.”


Community-based organizations and social justice educators have learned that community and traditional knowledge are an essential part of the puzzle. People of PEI, and especially the Mi’kmaq community, know many of the historical secrets of the land and the water. People know that water is a public resource, not destined for private ownership and control. People know that access to water is a right of all. People know that land and water are exhaustible. People know the signs of water depletion and of nitrate super-abundance. People know their own land, streams, and rivers. 

People deserve to voice innate knowledge of their environment as it pertains to the responsible stewardship of this most vital natural resource. 

It cannot be overstated that water is public domain; therefore, Islanders should be made part of the decision making process.
Recommendation: 
· That the Standing Committee on Agriculture, Environment, Energy and Forestry recommend that the Government of Prince Edward Island establish a transparent and public consultation process that allows all Islanders to give their input on high capacity wells.
2.0 
Good Science is Public, Unbiased Evidence-Based, and Peer-Reviewed
The Minister of Environment, the Minister of Agriculture and the P.E.I. Potato Board agree that the moratorium on high capacity well drilling can only be lifted if there is clear evidence that such a measure will not have harmful environmental consequences.  Given that industry and environment officials have stated that “The Science is there” to justify lifting the ban on new wells, it is critical that there be a careful scientific evaluation of this claim.


Our position is that we are far from meeting the scientific standard that would be required so that Islanders could feel, with a high degree of confidence, that these new wells would not endanger our environment nor pose serious risks to the quality and supply of Island groundwater.

Why hasn’t this standard been met?  It is important to recognize that “science” is a fundamentally public process, where the methods and results of investigations are openly presented to the scientific community, in a context that provides ample opportunities for others to carefully reflect on, evaluate, debate, and offer alternative interpretations and ideas. “The science” used to justify lifting the moratorium has been generated and presented only by a small group of scientists within the provincial Department of the Environment and others hired by the Department; moreover, it has been presented just to a couple of selected audiences.  Only recently has some of the evidence used to support this recommendation become public on departmental websites. There has been little opportunity for “peer review” by other scientists and for members of the community to digest, evaluate and challenge this evidence.

Local scientists have raised their concerns: “The fact is there is as yet no verified science on this. Industry is quoting unpublished and un-reviewed reports from a government department and one hired consultant. This is opinion, not science. Further, it is the opinion of a small group within government. Other government staff — those with expertise in fish, wildlife and wetlands, for example — have not been consulted. Until these reports are released to the public and peer-reviewed by independent experts, they should not be regarded as science.”  -- Daryl Guignion and Ian MacQuarrie, biologists.

Saying, “The Science is there” to justify this decision reflects a misunderstanding of what science can actually offer.  As much as we might wish, science does not draw conclusions with absolute certainty.  Even the best scientific evidence is presented with “confidence levels” that recognize that we might be wrong some of the time, and accept a false conclusion as a true one. That is why science is a dynamic process that requires a fair bit of evidence.  This is particularly important with a decision like this one.

One of the key assumptions justifying the request to lift the moratorium requires particularly careful evaluation.  Department of Environment officials have argued that there is plentiful groundwater on PEI, and estimate that only 2-7% of the existing recharge is being utilized. These estimates, however, are based on the amount of recharge of the entire land area of P.E.I., and are not particularly helpful in specific locations.


Proposed and existing high capacity wells are sited in specific subwatersheds with particular conditions and population densities, and may draw substantially more of the water supply.  For example, existing deep water wells located in Brackley in the Winter River watershed have repeatedly drawn more than 100% of annual recharge of that subwatershed area.  
Careful evaluation is needed of the water extraction policy and for its enforcement. While the studies that provide background for this policy suggest classifying rivers, and allowing less water to be drawn from wells located near headwaters, the P.E.I. policy uses the same standard for all rivers and assesses impacts only with data based on the main branches of streams.  These background studies suggest a range of 15-35% reduction in stream flow as the maximum permitted; the P.E.I. policy uses 35%, the least protective standard for all waterways.  More clarity is required for how this policy will be monitored and enforced by the Department of Environment. There has been no documentation presented with the records of the monitoring and enforcement practices for existing high capacity wells. 
 
There is evidence that our environment and water are already threatened and compromised by some agricultural practices.  We have high levels of nitrates in our groundwater, widespread and recurring anoxic conditions, eroding soils with a low organic content, and siltation and fish kills in our streams.  And while government officials talk about plentiful groundwater with great confidence, we already have known negative environmental impacts from the extraction from Charlottetown’s existing deep wells, with dry steam beds and degraded habitat on the Winter River.
How much uncertainty would be acceptable to us when the potential consequences are a risk to our groundwater?

Recommendation: 
· That the Standing Committee on Agriculture, Environment, Energy and Forestry recommend that the Government of Prince Edward Island establish and fund a public process providing the opportunity of “peer review” by scientists, members of the Island community and government officials, to present, discuss and evaluate evidence, offering diverse perspectives about this critical issue.
3.0
Claims of Proponents of High Capacity Wells

The P.E.I. Potato Board and representatives of the potato processing industry have stated the reason to lift this ban is to be more competitive.  The Potato Board has stated that other potato growing regions in North America that use irrigation systems produce much higher yields than what is the case on P.E.I.  

Places like Washington and Idaho have many competitive advantages such as longer growing seasons and much deeper topsoil than we have on P.E.I.   Irrigation will not change this.

The environmental cost of groundwater extraction to support this irrigation in these high yield areas apparently doesn’t merit consideration by the Potato Board.   They are quoted in the Cavendish Farms/Potato Board presentation to the Watershed Alliance in November 2013:  There “are significant increases in both yield and cash receipts when potato crops 
are irrigated.”   The conclusion presented was attributed to Island Holdings Limited. There is no methodology and no data provided to back up this statement.

The proponents for lifting the moratorium have stated that irrigated potatoes will require less nitrogen input and pesticide application, although once again, no one has provided any scientific studies that support this statement to date.  The P.E.I. Potato Board has been emphatic that the use of high capacity wells for potato irrigation should not have any regulations imposed on them beyond those outlined in the Agricultural Crop Rotation Act. 
At this time there are no regulations pertaining to high capacity wells within the Agricultural Crop Rotation Act.
Recommendation: 
· That the Government of Prince Edward Island determine and make public the true economic, agricultural and environmental costs related to the lifting of this ban. 
4.0      Not All Farmers Think Alike

Farmers in contact with members of the Coalition for the Protection of PEI Water have various perspectives on the impact of high capacity wells. They express the concern that it will be the primary producers who bear the financial risk of the capital cost of an irrigation system, which is estimated to be about $500,000.  In addition to this, there will be an increased farm operating cost in fuel and fertilizer.  And with this there still is no guarantee of reclaiming the cost of production.

Liability questions linger: If a homeowner suffers adverse affects to his or her water supply from a neighbouring high capacity well, who is liable for the costs incurred?

Conscientious farmers are concerned about the land, which is under increased pressure to produce more. The economic benefit from bringing more high capacity wells on stream for irrigating potatoes has not been adequately proven. The need to use them as a means for the industry to stay competitive is speculative.
Recommendation:
· That the Government of PEI makes clear all the costs and liabilities of the installation and operation of high capacity wells.
5.0   Looking Ahead: A  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Comprehensive Public Policy on Water

Many Island residents spend untold amounts of volunteer time standing on guard for the rights of peoples, ecosystems, and the planet.  Everyday there seems to be a new reason to call governments to their task as protectors, regulators, caretakers and policy makers.  In the face of the fragility of our water source and supply, there appears to be government unwillingness to make policies that protect, oversee and regulate this resource.  This issue provides an opportunity to have an open dialogue about what a comprehensive water policy should include.
 
A logical starting point is, “Whose water is it anyway?”  It belongs to no one and belongs to us all.  To legislate and enforce protection that favors Island-wide community interests is one of the greatest roles of government. 

Finally, but perhaps most alarming of all, is that in the many samples of ratios, measures, and trend predictions, the elephant in the room, climate change, does not enter into serious calculations for the future. The Department of Environment has used the phrase “risk-based solutions” to describe their current policy direction.  With all due respect, Legislators are accustomed to using the language of mitigation.  They begin to believe that they are able to manage any set of circumstances if it will result in economic growth.  Extracting and modeling data from the last 20 years does not take into account the potential catastrophic changes that may occur with climate change in the next 20 years and beyond.  Climate change may create an impact that cannot be mitigated.
          This is a time when we should be exercising particular care about the use and protection of our water.  Many areas in the world are facing emerging crises due to lack of adequate, clean water.  Given the importance of water for all of us, humans and nonhumans alike, and the potential for very destructive environmental impacts, we should be guided by the precautionary principle and require a high degree of certainty in making any decision related to our water, especially the issue of high capacity wells.  We can’t afford the risk of being wrong.

Recommendation:

· That the Standing Committee of Agriculture, Environment, Energy and Forestry recommend that the Government of Prince Edward Island, with due diligence and transparency, develop a comprehensive integrated water policy for P.E.I.  Such a policy must include and address the impact of climate change.
Recommendations:


The Coalition for the Protection of PEI Water also recommends (in summary)

1.0
that the Standing Committee on Agriculture, Environment, Energy and Forestry 
recommend that the Government of Prince Edward Island establish a transparent 
and public consultation process that allows all Islanders to give their input on high 
capacity wells.

2.0
that the Standing Committee on Agriculture, Environment, Energy and Forestry 
recommend that the Government of Prince Edward Island establish and fund a 
public process providing the opportunity of “peer review” by scientists, members of 
the community and government officials to present, discuss and evaluate evidence, 
offering diverse perspectives about this critical issue.
3.0
that the Government of Prince Edward Island determine and make public the true 
economic, agricultural and environmental costs related to the lifting of this ban. 
4.0
That the Government of PEI makes clear all the costs and liabilities of the 
installation and the operation of high capacity wells.

5.0
That the Standing Committee of Agriculture, Environment, Energy and Forestry 
recommend that the Government of Prince Edward Island, with due diligence and
transparency, develop a comprehensive integrated water policy for P.E.I.  Such a 
policy must include and address the impact of climate change.





Respectfully submitted,





On behalf of The Coalition for the Protection of PEI Water
The Coalition for the Protection of PEI Water recommends to the Government of Prince Edward Island that the moratorium on high capacity wells be kept in place.











1

