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June 4, 2004

'If the land gets sick and dies, so will the people'

The Climate Group, a new body bringing together big business and government, meets in Toronto to find ways to save the environment

Tania Branigan in Poplar River, Canada

Wednesday May 12, 2004

The Guardian
'Look at the water; it's glistening like diamonds. This is beautiful, beautiful country," said Frances Valiquette, gazing across the wilderness surrounding the Poplar River reserve in the province of Manitoba. 

"We have 10 kids and we raised them all off the land. We lived off the land and lived good. Marcel, my husband, fished and trapped and we sold the pelts for money. We never saw welfare," she added. 

The 70-year-old First Nation elder and her husband have spent their lives among these creeks and paper birch thickets. Two hundred and fifty miles north of Winnipeg, and accessible only by air, snow road in winter and boat in summer, the reserve has proved a generous home to 1,000 indigenous Canadians. 

Yet the couple believe the land is dying. Its wildlife is vanishing; its weather freakish; its waters dangerously unpredictable. 

The last few years have seen intense storms, fierce gales and scorching summers. Their beloved river runs suddenly high, too risky to canoe; then Lake Winnipeg drops so low that boat motors break on the rocks. "In the past, if we set 12 traps we would probably get 10 rabbits. But we only got two or three this whole winter," Ms Valiquette said, shaking her head. 

"There was a time when you couldn't step anywhere without treading on frogs, but even they've disappeared. You just can't live off the land." 

She is convinced the cause of these devastating changes is simple: global warming. And if she is right, the problems are only beginning. Scientists warn that by 2080, winter temperatures in the central Canadian province of Manitoba will be 5C to 15C higher than at present. 

Internationally, the average surface temperature will rise 1-3C over the next few decades and extreme weather could create 150 million environmental refugees by 2050. Tony Blair last month described global warming as the planet's most serious long-term threat. 

It was Canada which put the issue on the world agenda by hosting the first international climate change conference 15 years ago. Today, experts will convene in the same city, Toronto, to lobby for rapid cuts to greenhouse gas emissions and find the best ways of achieving them. 

The conference is the work of the Climate Group, a new body bringing together leading firms, governments and non-governmental organisations from around the world. But while the goals have not changed, the tactics and rhetoric have. 

The Climate Group's focus is on tackling major polluters - rather than individuals - and it promises that cutting emis sions means instant gains, not painful sacrifices. They cite the example of BP, which spent £11m cutting greenhouse gas emissions by 10% in three years, and saved £365m. "You don't have to go and live in a teepee in Wales. A lot could be done without having any noticeable impact on people's quality of life," said Steve Howard, the group's chief executive. 

The keys, they believe, are to tap into clean energy sources, such as hydroelectricity and wind power, while improving the efficiency of buildings and equipment. 

While Canada supplies more oil and gas to the US than Saudi Arabia, it has also been among the first to pioneer radical solutions. The province of Manitoba could well boast a "carbon surplus" in the near future and is heavily promoting clean energy production. Its hydroelectricity firm already exports 30% of its power - the cheapest in north America - to the US, the world's largest carbon dioxide emitter. 

Balance
"Canada is so richly endowed with resources that we tend to focus on solutions on the supply side. In the EU you don't have the same resources so there's more emphasis on the demand or efficiency side. Neither is the complete solution; it's about finding a balance," says Ken Klassen, of the government's natural resources agency. The group does not suggest other countries copy Canadian strategies; rather, they adopt its zeal and find solutions which exploit their own strengths. In Mr Howard's words, "There are good examples everywhere - but different good examples." 

In London, for instance, the congestion charge has cut carbon dioxide emissions in the charging zone by 19%. 

Nicky Gavron, Labour's candidate for deputy mayor and the assembly member leading on environmental issues for Mayor Ken Livingstone, describes the task of further cuts as "daunting" but achievable with boldness. 

The alternative, believes the Climate Group, is unthinkable. Countries such as Canada, with substantial Arctic tracts, are disproportionately affected by the rising temperatures that result from the massive use of fossil fuels, and the resulting rise in gases which trap heat in the atmosphere. 

"If there's a canary in terms of global warming, I believe it's the north," said Gary Doer, Manitoba's premier. "The cost of doing nothing is too great for Canada." 

The effects are already visible at Poplar River. Moose; martens; lynx; all have dwindled or vanished from the region. Wild rice, once abundant, is scarce. The sun scorches berries before they can ripen. When algae blooms spread across Lake Winnipeg in summer, the fish vanish and the empty nets become so thick with the plant that they look like green blankets. 

"You see how beautiful this land is? That didn't happen by mistake," said Ray Rabliauskas, the reserve's land management coordinator. "Elders like Frances have worked hard to keep it that way, and it should be intact for our children and grandchildren. If the land gets sick and dies, then so will the people." 

A region to make others green with envy

· Manitoba authorities are building a 10,000-household estate in which every new home will be heated and cooled by a geothermal heat pump, tapping into the energy produced by the earth and eliminating the need for gas pipes 

· It will introduce 10% ethanol to petrol by 2007, cutting emissions by the equivalent of 10,000 vehicles 

· Its new generation hydros will reduce the impact of dam-building and produce 0.5% of the greenhouse gases emitted by a coal-fired plant generating the same amount of power 

· It is pressing for the creation of a national grid so it can export clean energy across Canada. Wind and water sources together could produce enough power to replace 10 nuclear plants 

· Toronto is the only city in the world with an agency exclusively devoted to tackling climate change. It has already saved £8m on an initial outlay of £6m, while slashing carbon dioxide emissions in its own buildings by 42%. Ken Livingstone wants London to launch a similar body if he wins a second term as mayor 

· Pioneering projects in the city include the introduction of water cooling for buildings - circulating waters drawn from Lake Ontario - in place of energy-hungry air conditioning 

· The Canadian federal government gives owners cash rewards for improving their home's energy efficiency 
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