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A new project hopes to prove that human effluent can be used to grow trees.

The Wood Fibre Project, will look at how irrigated effluent affects hybrid poplar trees planted over one hectare on land near the Clairmont landfill.

The plantation will be separated into six separate lots with four varieties of the hybrid poplar. Three of the lots will be irrigated with effluent from a nearby lagoon, and three of them will not be using effluent.

"We're going to be measuring those four against each other, and we're going to be measuring them of course…if the effluent is actually beneficial," said Fred Radersma of Ainsworth. 

""What we're trying to do is determine if the hybrid poplar that we've planted here, if irrigation using effluent will increase their growth on the site," he added. "And that's what we're comparing. And in each (lot) there are four varieties of hybrid poplar planted and they are being measured on a yearly basis."

The project is collaboration between several different parties, including the Centre for Research and Innovation (CRI), the Canadian Wood Fibre Centre, Aquatera, the County of Grande Prairie (which provided the land) and Natural Resources Canada.

"Ainsworth came forward with an idea on hybrid poplar and the opportunity to partner with Aquatera, the county of Grande Prairie, and Natural Resources Canada, just was a natural for us," said CRI director Bruce Rutley.

"Our mandate for applied research is we would like to have our students engaged in applied research as much as possible and this was the opportunity."

Rutley said if successful, the project could benefit different sectors simultaneously.

"The goal is just to see if this will increase productivity. It should be good for economic purposes for the company and environmental purposes as well and having our students engaged. So it's just a win, win, win," he said.

Marcedes Braumberger, landfill manager with Aquatera, said the results of the project could help the utility in terms of reducing future infrastructure expansion at the lagoon and elsewhere, therefore reducing costs.

“The use of the effluent could prevent future expansion of the lagoon in the way that if the trees use enough of it, we wouldn't have to expand if it's being used in that manner," she said.

"Aquatera's interest in this is just to find that alternate use for this good material, being effluent," she added. 

"This effluent is released twice a year from the Clairmont lagoon here into the environment, and it's safe to do so, but if there is an alternate use such as growing these trees at an accelerated pace, that's always wonderful as well."

The project is based on similar initiatives in Europe, as well as in British Columbia, Saskatchewan, and one in Beaverlodge that uses willow instead of hybrid poplar, Radersma said.

"For Ainsworth it's going to benefit us in finding out if irrigation shorten the rotation years that we need for mature hybrid poplar when we harvest them," he said.

The trees were planted in the spring, but Radersma said there have been challenges in getting the project up and running.

"Unfortunately, the irrigation we were hoping would be running in the summer, it's not ready yet. We had some logistical issues, so we hope to have them cleared up shortly," he said, noting that one student came by on a weekly basis to water the trees.

"The hybrid poplar that we were hoping to use, we needed them rather quickly, so we used trees that we don't usually use. We usually use a seedling, we call it a plug, basically with no leaves on them, they've been over-wintered," he added.

"We ended up using leafed-on material, which is rather risky, considering the drought we just went through this summer."

Hybrid poplar trees take almost two decades to mature, so this will be a long-term project, Rutley said.

"What's really wonderful about it is everybody is committed to the long haul. As you heard earlier, hybrid poplar takes 15 to 20 years to mature and we're here at least that long," Rutley said.
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