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Imperial Gil's chairman examines the state of
the environment and finds much to applaud. The factis,
he says, substantial progress has been made

BY ROBERT PETERSON

" WILL COME AS A SURPRISE TO MANY PEOPLE TO LEARN THAT THE QUALITY Ol

the environment in Canada has been steadily improving for a long time anc

continues to do so. Surveys indicate that a majority of Canadians believe that the environ

ment in this councry is deteriorating rapidly. In fact, che historical record shows just the

contrary. During the past three decades, air quality, water purity and other important indi-

cators of environmencal health have all improved — some of them very substantially

Personally, [ would have been very surprised if

this had not been the case. Whenever [ visit the var-
ious sectors of Imperial Oil’s operations, | see evi-
dence all around me of what our company is doing
o eliminare or minimize pollution and to improve
efficiency in its use of rescurces. [n Western Cana-
da, our crude oil and natural gas production opera-
tions now generate less waste. Our refineries, which
process crude oil into gasoline and many other oil-
based products, have substantially improved the
quality of the water discharged from operaticns into
sewers as well as their energy efficiency {eneray use
per unit of output at Imperial refineries has been
reduced by more than 20 percent since the mid-
seventies). They have also reduced waste. As for the
gasoline we manufacrure, that too has been changed
considerably to minimize atmospheric emissions
while, at the same time, providing the motorist with
the best possible product.

Over the past 10 years, Imperial has invested
$472 million in new processes and procedures
designed to be more efficient, use fewer resources and
have less effect on the ecology than those used pre-
viously. This year alene, Imperial has earmarked

%30 million for capital investment directed roward:
improving the environment. Like any other invest
ment we make, we expect these expenditures to pro.
duce measurable results.

And here, of course, I'm speaking of only one
company. In toral, Canada’s petroleum industry
spent more than $600 million becween 1993 anc
1995 on environmental protection. The country®
resource industries as a whole committed a total o
$3.4 billion over the same periad. If this kind o
spending hadn't resulted in an improved environ:
ment, we'd have been squandering an awful fot o
our shareholders’ money.

Bur this considerable investment on the part o
Canadian industry has produced results. Lat’s take «
quick look at what has happened in some of the mor
important sectors of the environmenc. i

Among all the environment categories, air qua
lity shows the clearest trend of improvement. The ai
we breathe today in this country is, without a doubt
cleaner than it was 25 years ago. According to a 199°
study produced by the Fraser Institute, an indepen
dent Canadian economic and social research vrgani
zation, five of the six major centributors o atmos
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pheric pollution, measured in terms of “ambient pol-
Jution™ (chat is, the actual concentration of a poliu-
mant in the air), have shown decreases over the years.
For example, levels of sulphur dioxide, a major con-
tributor to acid rain, decreased by 54 percent from
1975 to 1993, while ambient levels of lead in the air
decreased by no less than 97 percent berween 1975
and 1992, mainly as a result of the phasing out of
leaded gasoline. Ground-level ozone, which con-
tributes to urban summer smog, was the only identi-
fied substance to show an increase in ambient levels,
but even these levels are lower than those indicated
as acceptable in federal guidelines. (Ground-level
ozone is formed partly as a result of emissions associ-
ated with gascline use.)

In recent years, [mperial and ocher companies
have worked actively to help governments find prac-
rieal, cost-effective answers to Canadian air-quality
concerns. To help reduce smog, Imperial and other
Canadian refiners have progressively lowered the
volatility of gasoline sold during the summer. In addi-
tion, systems have been installed at fuel distribution
faciliries to capture emissions caused by evaporation.
Refiners have also invested heavily in equipment to
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produce low-sulphur diesel fuel and to reduce the
benzene content of gasoline, All these actions have
contribured to the messured improvement in Cana-
dian air quality.

Of course, car manufacturers have also made signi-
ficant improvements to their products to improve air
quality. Since 1970, tailpipe emissions of hydrocar-
bons and nitrogen oxides — both contributors to
ground-level ozone - from new vehicles have been
reduced by more than 90 percent. In fact, the situa-
tion today is that half of all exhaust pollution comes
from 10 percent of vehicles — those that were made
in 1988 and before or are pocrly tuned. The Ontario
government, with the support of the petroleum indus-
ury, recently announced the introduction of a motor
vehicle inspection and maintenance program, while
British Columbia has been operating a pilor program
since 1996 1o provide financial incentives to get high-
colluring vehicles off the read.

Progress in impraving water quality is more diffi-
cult to measure. While comprehensive statistics for
all provinces are unavailable, a 1996 federal govern-
ment report states that warer quality in Canada in
general, compared with most countries, remains rel-
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atively high. This is particularly true of drinking
water — about 87 percent of all Canadians receive
reated municipal tap water. (Most problems arise
from human consumption: of water from untreazed
sources, such as private wells.)

In recent years, there has also been a greater aware-
ness of the pollucing effect of human activities on large
bodies of water. The Great Lakes are a case in point.
The International Joint Commission, which admin-
isters water treaties between Canada and the United
States, believes that there is still much work to be
done in improving warer quality in the lakes. Never-
theless, there are some encouraging trends. While lev-
els of nitrogen have increased in the Grear Lakes, they
are still weil below the threshold for safe drirking
water. Levels of phosphorus (which generally entess
the warer in detergents and fertilizers) have declined
by one-third in Lake Ontario and have remained sta-
tic in Lake Huron and Lake Supericr. In fact, I read

SINCE 1970, TAILPIPE
EMISSIONS OF HYDRO-
CARBONS AND NITROGEN
OXIDES FROM NEW CARS
HAVE BEEN REDUCED BY
MORE THAN 90 PERCENT

recently that some people are complaining that Lake
Erie has become too clean and thar fish stocks are
diminishing as a result (phosphorus and nitrogen pro-
mote the growth of algae and other plant life, an
important link in the Great Lakes food chain).

One important atea in which we have seen a
major improvement in water qualicy is that associated
with industrial activities. For example, the petroleumn
and chemical plants thar stretch along the St. Clair
River {which connects Lake Huron to the Lower
Great Lakes) near Sarnia, Ont., constitute one of the
largest industrial concentrations in Canada. A key
reason they are located there is so they can draw their
water supplies from the river. Imperial’s refinery at
Sarnia is one such plant, and the workforce there
takes great pride in the fact that the water returned
to the river after being used is actuaily cleaner than
when it was taken out. In fact, despirte all this indus-
wrial activity, the water of the St. Clair is today among
the cleanest river water in the Great Lakes system,
and to keep it that way, industry spends millicns of
dollars a year on pollution control. Scott Munro, the
general manager of the Lambton Industriat Society,
which constantly monirors the quality of the water in
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the St. Clair, says that the river water has shown a
steady improvement over the years.

In other key environmental areas, the news is also
encouraging. A 1997 joint study by the Fraser Insti-
tute and the Pacific Research Institute for Public Pol-
icy in the United States found that “in most in-
stances objectives for protecting human health and
the environment are being met, pollution and wastes
are being controlled, and resources and land are
being sustainably and effectively managed. Environ-
mental guality in both Canada and the United
States is improving, not deteriorating.”

The overall conclusion of this comprehensive
study was that “fears about increasing environmen-
tal degradation in Canada and the United States are
unfounded.”

Does this kind of report card provide us with any
room for complacency? Of course not; there is still
much to be done. But I do think that we can,
as Canadians, take the time
to recognize what has been
achieved so far. In fact, T think
we need to do this so that we
can arrive at a realistic assess-
ment of where we stand.

Unfortunately, Canadians
rarely get the opportunity ©©
hear the good news. Human
nature being what it is, the fact
that Canada’s air quality has
been steadily improving is un-
likely to make front-page news.
Nor are we likely to hear that
kind of goed news from these individuals who are con-
vinced that no aspect of the environment is improv-
ing and for whom every pronouncement on the sub-
ject must be couched in terms of a doomsday scenario.
Despite the substantial progress that has been
achieved in such key areas as air and water pollution,
toxic discharges, acid rain emissions, waste reduction
and the recycling of many kinds of mazerial, nearly
avery statement on the state of the environment
appears to be wrapped in gloom and deom. [tseems
to be politically incorrect to say anything good about
it. Little wonder that most Canadians think that
things are getting worse even though they are get-
ting better.

This is not meant to be an atrack on: environmen-
talists. [ respect many of their beliefs and salute their
achievemens. | think the world as a whole would be
in a much sorrier state today if it were not for the
efforts of a group of dedicated people who have devot-
ed their rime and energy to increasing public aware-
ness of ecclogical matters and to pushing governments
to give priority 1o the protection of the environment.
They have had some notable successes.

I do, howevesz, regret tha polarization that has




ceme to characterize relations between the business
community and some segments of the environ-
mental movement. Too often, it seems to me, they
resemble islands shouting across a sea of misunder-
standing, unable — or, perhaps, unwilling — to see
each other's point of view.

[ believe there is a clear and posizive connection
between strong eccnomic growth and a healthy envi-
ronment. Indeed, [ view economic growth as a pre-
requisite for fulfilling the aspirations of all Canadi-
ans by providing a better standard of living, advances
in education and imgroved public health, and by
generating the funds for the protection of the envi-
ronment. Some environmental activisis, on the
other hand, are more inclined to view continuing
economic growth as a destructive force, resulting in
the depletion of our country’s natural resources and
damage to the environment.

The link between economic growth — driven
largely by fossii fuel consump-
tion — and environmental qual-
ity continues to be a subject of
great debare. Recently, a major
study conducted at Princeten
University in the Unired States
attempted to define the link
berween thése two factors. The
study found thar initally envi-
ronmental quality declines as a
result of economic growth. Bue
a3 people’s incomes rise, a tum-
around occurs. At a certain
level of per capita income, the
quality of the environment improves and continues
to improve as incomes tise. This suggests that eco-
nomic growth and environmental improvement are
compatible.

FINALLY, I WOULD LIKE TQ TURN TO A TOPIC THAT MANY
people think is related to air quality and pollution. ]
refer to global warming. The debate over this contro-
versial issue centres around whether the burning of
fossil fuels, by emitting so-called heat-trapping “green-
house” gases (primarily carbon dioxide), will cause
remperatures around the world to rise to the point
where we will be faced with a planetary disaster.
[t is important to understand that this issue has
absolutely nething to do with poilution and air qual-
ity. Carbon dicxide is not a pollutant but an essen-
tial ingredient of life on this planet — the plant world
cannot live withour it. Furthermore, the question of

whether or not the trapping of “greenhouse™ gases
will result in the planet’s getting warmer — and [ will
comument on this shortly — has no connection what-
soever with our day-to-day weather.

Nevertheless, it seems to have become fashion-
able for some media and envitonmental groups to lay

the blame for every unusual variation in normal
weather patterns — whether it be floods in Califomia,
tornacdoes in Florida or ice storms in eastern Ontario
and Quebec ~ on global warming. This is, quite sim-
ply, a fallacy. In fact, the Intergovernmental Panel
on Climate Change, which is made up of a group of
international scientists, has found no indications
that instances of extreme weather have increased in
a global sense through the 20th century.

One thing is clear in this debate. There is
absolutely no agreement among climatologists on
whether or not the planet is getting warmer or, if it
is, on whether the warming is the result of man-made
factors or natural variations in the climate. Asan
article in the May 1998 issue of National Geographic
stated: “If the [warming] trend centinues, it could
alter climate patterns worldwide....

“Or it might not. Global climate depends on com-
binations of factors interacting in subtle and complex

IN FACT, DESPITE ALL THIS
INDUSTRIAL ACTIVITY, THE
WATER OF THE ST. CLAIR
1S TODAY AMONG THE
CLEANEST RIVER WATER IN
THE GREAT LAKES SYSTEM

ways that we do not yet fully understand. It is possi-
ble that the warming observed during this century
may have resulted from natural variations....”

Nor is there any agreement on whether or not the
impact — if the planer does get warmer - will be seri-
ous and what sheuld be done ahout it. There hes been
no shorrage of experts willing to testify for either side
in this debate. Space does not allow me to summarize
the various scientific arguments thac have been mar-
shalled for and against the case for global warming. [
will say that given the amount of meney and scien-
tific resources that are being allocated to this marter
in many countries, { helieve that, over time, an
answer will emerge that will meet with general con-
sensus among the international scientific communi-
ty. However, we are a long way from that answer
today and, ar this stage, | feel very safe in saying that
the view that burning fossil fuels will result in global
climate change remains an unproved hypotlesis.

This thought, however, is not shared by the gov-
ernment of Canada. At an international conference
on climate change held in Kyoto, Japan, ac the end
of last year, the federal government undertook to
reduce Canadian emissions of carbon dioxide and
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