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The 2014 Mount Polley mine disaster in British Columbia. The B.C. Auditor General has found "too few
resources, infrequent inspections and lack of enforcement". It's unsettling news particularly on major
Alaska salmon streams where mines are going in upstream in Canada.

Southeast Alaska's fisheries industry, and Seattle-area fishers who head north, have watched
uneasily as the British Columbia government welcomes major mines upstream on such fabled
salmon streams as the Stikine and Unuk rivers.

The apprehension has grown since B.C.'s 2014 Mount Polley mine disaster dumped 25 million
cubic meters of tailings and wastewater into Quesnel Lake and the Quesnel River system, a key
sockeye salmon tributary of the Fraser River.
The fears have foundation.
Oversight of B.C. mines puts it all together -- "too few resources, infrequent inspections and lack
of enforcement," British Columbia Auditor General Carol Bellringer wrote in a 109-page report
released this week.
Not only is inspection inadequate, but the same government agency that green-lights new mines
is also charged with safety.
"The Ministry of Energy and Mines' role to promote mining development is diametrically
opposed to compliance and enforcement," Bellringer wrote in her report, "An Audit of
Compliance and Enforcement in the Mining Sector."
"This framework, of having both activities within (the ministry) creates an irreconcilable
conflict," she added, "because compliance and enforcement is the last line of defense against
environmental degradation, business as usual cannot continue."
The auditor general's report should be required reading at the International Joint Commission,
the U.S.-Canada panel that is charged with handling disputes along the world's longest peaceful
border.
At present, there are 13 major metal and coal mines operating in British Columbia, with
additional development planned in rivers that rise in British Columbia and cross the border into
southeast Alaska.
Bellringer was already at work when the tailings dam at Mount Polley breached and produced a
massive spill. The auditor general takes aim at absent oversight at Mount Polley.
The Energy/Mines ministry did not "ensure that the tailings dam was being built or operated
according to the approved design, nor did it ensure that the mining company rectified design and
operational deficiencies," the report stated.

What did the government do? It allowed the mine to continue to operate. It allowed Imperial
Metals to raise the dam.
What did the B.C. government do AFTER the Mount Polley disaster? It allowed Imperial
Metals to begin operation of a major mine upstream on the Iskut River, a major tributary of the
mighty Stikine.
Listen to the auditor general's report on the overall inspection program at British Columbia
mines:
"We found major gaps in resources, planning and tools. As a result, monitoring and inspections
of mines were inadequate to ensure mine operators complied with requirements."
(The principal owner of Imperial Metals hosted a major Calgary fundraising reception for B.C.
Premier Christy Clark before the last provincial election.)
The British Columbia government is playing rope-a-dope with the auditor general's report.
Energy/Mines Minister "Kootenay Bill" Bennett has said the government is "well on our way to
implementing the audit report's 17 recommendations."
"I agree with the auditor general's office that 'business as usual' on mine sites in B.C. is just not
good enough," added the minister.
But Kootenay Bill is not prepared to change the blatant conflict of interest in having a mine
promoting ministry charged with mine safety. It's a situation reminiscent of the old Atomic
Energy Commission in the United States.
The audit's key recommendation: "Our advice is for government to remove its compliance and
enforcement program for mining from (the ministry)."
The government is promising a new compliance and enforcement board -- within the Energy and
Mines ministry.

"This (audit) recommendation suggests that the public servants in the Ministry of Energy and
Mines are incapable of differentiating between promotion and regulation of mining, a view
government does not share," said an official response to the audit.
Believe that and they'll try to sell you the Lions Gate Bridge.
The history of resource development is to this end: When it comes to safety, you can trust a
gung-ho development agency about as far as you can hand-roll a bulldozer.
OK, it's another country. But we share rivers. We share salmon fisheries. We share most of
North America.
The key question facing U.S. fisheries folk and their politicians: Do we raise tough issues now -and demand a St. Thomas level of proof that British Columbia mines are in compliance -- or wait
for a trans-boundary environmental disaster to come down the river?

