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The provincial government released details of a much-anticipated energy policy on Thursday that it said would help spur investment and encourage clean and efficient consumption and production of traditional fossil fuels and renewable energy. 

Among the initiatives announced by Premier Ed Stelmach and Energy Minister Mel Knight, the province would create a Renewable Fuels Standard that would see gasoline contain five per cent ethanol and diesel contain two per cent renewable fuel by 2010. 

“This is ensuring that Alberta keeps pace with Saskatchewan and other provinces that have put in a fuel standard,” Stelmach said. 

The province has also set aside $239 million to increase production and marketing of biofuels and bioenergy. Knight said the government has three main objectives with the new policy: To encourage clean energy production, wise energy use and sustained economic prosperity. 

The strategy also outlined the creation of a government-led body that is “dedicated to planning for and developing policy analysis and options for upgrading/refining/chemical clusters in Alberta.” 

The government also promised to report back on a regular basis to keep the public informed on their progress in implementing the new strategy.

The new policy comes at a time of economic uncertainty for Alberta, with the worldwide financial meltdown and low crude prices being blamed for the suspension or cancellation of numerous projects by oil and gas companies across the province. 

“This strategy is being released at an opportune time,” Stelmach said at Thursday’s announcement. 

“I say this because the energy sector is truly at the crossroads, not only in Alberta, but around the world. Despite Canadian successes, the sector is clearly not immune from global economic pressures.” 

Energy development remains the economic engine of this province and of this country,” he added. 

“But this sector, like so many others, must evolve if it is to continue to deliver these results in the future.” 

But critics of the plan say it falls short on specifics. 

“I think that, right off the bat, I feel like it’s a missed opportunity,” said Lindsay Telfer, director of the Sierra Club of Canada’s Prairie chapter. 

“I feel like the energy strategy was an opportunity to not only respond to the criticisms on the current energy development in the province but to chart a new path.” 

Telfer said she took exception with the government seemingly putting more emphasis on bolstering the traditional fossil fuel industry rather than improving renewable energy resources like wind and solar power. She pointed out that wind energy in the province could produce just as much energy as the coal and gas sector combined. 

“And not only was it (renewable energy) missed in the document but I think that the government blatantly tried to mislead the Alberta public that this renewable economy is impossible, and that’s simply not true.” 

Alberta Liberal Party and opposition leader Kevin Taft said the strategy was “vague,” arguing that the government was seeking ways to avoid being held accountable. 

“I’d like to see specifics, I want to see clear goals, I want to see timeframes, I want to see budgets, expenditure figures and there’s nothing like that in here,” he said. “There’s nothing much there that you can hold the government to account for … it’s not really a plan at all.” 

Knight said the strategy is the first step on a long road to revamping and reinvigorating the energy industry. 

“And to be very frank with you all, (there will be) a lot more of very heavy lifting and that begins with the energy strategy’s vision that Alberta should aspire to be a global energy leader recognized as a responsible world-class energy supplier and energy technology champion, a sophisticated energy consumer, and a solid global environmental citizen,” Knight said. 

Bruce Rutley, director for the Centre for Research and Innovation, applauded the strategy, particularly for the government’s commitment to “improve innovation through increased investment in research, development, demonstration and deployment of energy technology.” 

Rutley said Grande Prairie Regional College and CRI have some innovative projects in renewable energy in progress, including a carbon capture project with algae that could produce biofuels, and he said the new energy strategy will help make more such projects a reality. 

“That’s (innovation) an essential component to it and I applaud efforts to increase our ability to use energy more wisely and minimize our footprint,” he said. “People in the (Peace Country) are engaged in the energy industry, making improvements, making innovations in many aspects of it.”
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