ONTARIO 379 Ronka Road
RIVERS Worthington, ON  POM3H0

ALLIANCE LindaH@OntarioRiversAlliance.ca
OntarioRiversAlliance.ca

14 August 2025

Julia Black

Minister of Energy and Mines
77 Grenville Street

Toronto, ON

M7A 2C1

By email: Julia.Black@Ontario.ca

Re: ERO-025-0660 Enhancing Electricity Transmission Capacity in Northern Ontario
The Greenstone Transmission Line

Dear Ms Black:

The Ontario Rivers Alliance (ORA) is a not-for-profit grassroots organization with a mission to
protect, conserve, and restore Ontario riverine ecosystems. The ORA advocates for effective
policy and legislation to ensure that development affecting Ontario rivers is environmentally and
socially sustainable.

The ORA is pleased to provide comments on ERO-025-0660, a proposal to prioritize and advance
the Greenstone Transmission Line (GTL) project. While ORA recognizes the importance of
transitioning remote First Nations communities off of diesel and enhancing grid reliability, we raise
serious concerns regarding the environmental, procedural, and reconciliation implications of this
proposal as currently structured.

1. Environmental Risks and Regulatory Oversight

Transmission projects of this scale risk significant and often irreversible environmental impacts—
fragmenting intact boreal ecosystems, disrupting wildlife corridors, degrading watersheds, and
accelerating road-based encroachments into ecologically sensitive areas.’,?,;3,* Yet, the posting
does not include provision for baseline environmental data, route alternatives analysis, cumulative
effects assessment, including climate change, or specific mitigation strategies.

The posting asserts: “This proposed action does not impact the requirement for the transmitter to
obtain all required government permits and approvals, including those required under the
Environmental Assessment Act.” However, such statements offer little comfort when the Ministry
simultaneously seeks to pre-emptively fast-track the project by declaring it a 'priority project' and
streamlining Ontario Energy Board (OEB) reviews under s. 96.1(1) of the Ontario Energy Board
Act. These measures are likely to compromise the integrity and independence of regulatory
review processes intended to protect the public, Indigenous communities, and the environment.
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2. Undermining the Ontario Energy Board’s Mandate

Declaring the GTL a 'priority project’ would require the OEB to accept the project's necessity, thus
removing its discretion to evaluate whether the project is actually needed in the public interest.
This erodes the OEB’s statutory oversight role. The OEB would still assess cost and service
quality impacts, but the most fundamental test—project necessity—would be predetermined by
Cabinet. Such politicization of regulatory due process severely undermines the credibility and
accountability of Ontario’s energy governance.

3. Delegation of the Crown’s Duty to Consult

The Ministry indicates it ‘expects to delegate the procedural aspects of Crown consultation to the
transmitter' if the proposal advances. This practice—while routine in some instances—raises
major legal and ethical issues when deployed in projects with the potential to infringe upon
constitutionally protected Aboriginal and treaty rights.

“Although the legal duty to consult remains with the Crown, the Crown may delegate the
procedural aspects of consultation to project proponents. ... Project proponents are typically best
positioned to speak to the specific planning, technical and environmental aspects of projects ...
The Crown remains responsible for oversight of the consultation process and for ensuring the
adequacy of consultation with communities to whom the duty to consult is owed.”®

As established by the Supreme Court of Canada in Haida Nation v. British Columbia (2004 SCC
73), the Crown bears the duty to consult and accommodate affected Indigenous peoples where
its actions may adversely impact their s. 35 rights.® Delegation of procedural steps is permissible,
but ultimate responsibility cannot be abdicated. The Crown must ensure that consultation is
meaningful, adequately resourced, and responsive to concerns raised. Fast-tracking priority
designation without robust consultation violates both the spirit and letter of this constitutional
obligation.”,8

4. Indigenous Partnership Framing and Energy Justice

The Ministry frames the project as advancing reconciliation through economic partnerships, noting

Hydro One’s 50% equity stake model. It also encouraged “remote First Nation communities that

are diesel-dependent for electricity purposes to explore alternative electricity generation options...”
While equity participation may offer long-term benefit to participating Nations, it does not equate

to free, prior and informed consent (FPIC).

Equity models may create incentive structures that pressure First Nations to accept projects out
of economic necessity, rather than through autonomous community decision-making. For genuine
energy justice, Indigenous communities must be supported to identify their preferred clean energy
solutions—including environmentally sustainable community-scale electricity projects like solar,
wind and geothermal—not locked into top-down, centralized grid expansion premised on resource
extraction and southern demand. More on this below.

5. Climate Impacts and Long-Term Planning Gaps
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While electrification is necessary, all energy infrastructure —especially large-scale transmission—
must be planned through a climate lens. This includes full life-cycle emissions accounting, land-
use change impacts, and alignment with Ontario’s January 2023 Climate Change Impact
Assessment Report? (CCIA) and climate targets.

Yet, the Integrated Energy Plan cited in the posting totally ignores the CCIA and does not reflect
legally binding carbon budgets, climate mitigation measures or sector-specific targets.

In 2024, Stephen Lecce, Minister of Energy and Mines, was sworn in. In 2025, he announced a
new path forward by issuing a Minister's Message, ‘Energy for Generations: Ontario’s Integrated
Plan to Power the Strongest Economy in the G7°.1° The report is primarily focused on becoming
a “Global Energy Superpower’ and having the “Strongest Economy in the G7”. It also misleadingly
greenwashes hydropower as clean and non-emitting and is totally void of the words “climate
change” or any short or long-term view of planning or risk assessment of its effects on the
resilience and longevity of such a water-reliant electricity resource as hydropower. Water
availability is crucial to hydropower, and 2025 is already shaping up to be the hottest year on
record, surpassing the record-breaking temperatures of 2023 and 2024.

If the Minister does not take climate change and the CCIA seriously, the environmental effects
could be devastating for Indigenous communities.

Ontario lacks a credible pathway to net-zero, and proposals like the GTL further entrench a
resource-intensive, centralized system rather than accelerating distributed, community-led
solutions that are more resilient, scalable, and climate-aligned.

6. Climate Change is the Death Knell for Hydropower

The 2023 Ontario Provincial Climate Change Impact Assessment utilized historical and projected
future climate data as fundamental components to assess the risks and consequences of extreme
weather events, as well as projections of future climate risks. It reports that “changes in Ontario’s
climate are expected to continue at unprecedented rates... and it will pose indirect threats to
things like water availability and water quality.”" The report further indicates that northern Ontario,
which experiences on average four extreme heat days annually, is projected to see upwards of
35 such days each year. Southern Ontario will see upwards of 55-60 extreme heat days annually
by the 2080s—a fourfold increase from the current annual average of 16 days. These changes
threaten stream temperature regimes, species survival, wetland retention, and seasonal flows.

In addition, “Climate change poses risks to water sources, which affect supply and quality. Dry
conditions and extreme hot temperatures change water balances and cause disruptions to the
water flow regulation service, leading to reduced surface and groundwater levels, changes in
intra-annual patterns of water availability, loss of available freshwater supplies for human use,
wetland drying and loss, changes in distribution and abundance of animal and fish species and
altered ecosystem function over a long term.”'?

This assessment confirms that climate change will have significant effects on water quality, water
quantity, aquatic life, riverine ecosystem sustainability, and the communities that rely on these
freshwater resources. It will also have severe negative impacts on the intermittent and unreliable
nature of hydropower generation.
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Despite perceptions of reliability, hydropower is highly vulnerable to seasonal and long-term
hydrological fluctuations. According to Statistics Canada, total electricity generated in Canada
decreased by 3.9% year-over-year in 2023. It was the hottest summer on record since 1940,
according to Environment and Climate Change Canada (ECCC), and hydropower is susceptible
to persistent dry conditions. In 2023, Western and Central Canada received below, or well below-
average amounts of precipitation, putting a strain on hydroelectric generation and exports. In fact,
Quebec (-9.3%), British Columbia (-21.5%) and Manitoba (-12.1%) were affected by drought
conditions and saw electricity generation drop as a result.’® In 2024, persistent dry conditions
continued to reduce hydroelectric generation, similar to what was experienced in 2023. In fact,
during the months of February, March and April 2024, Canada became a net electricity importer,
rather than a net electricity exporter.'

In fact, “2024 was the warmest year on record, and the first year to exceed the 1.5°C threshold
established by the Paris Agreement... Although ECCC forecasted only a 17% chance of
exceeding the 1.5°C threshold in 2025, their decadal forecasts indicate that the next five years
are likely to be the warmest five-year period on record.”® 2025 is already turning out to be much
hotter and drier than 2024.

In 2024, a group of 60 international scientists released Indicators of Global Climate Change,
reporting that “Things aren't just getting worse. They 're getting worse faster,” said study co-author
Zeke Hausfather of the tech firm Stripe and the climate monitoring group Berkeley Earth. “We’re
actively moving in the wrong direction in a critical period of time that we would need to meet our
most ambitious climate goals...” 1

Building new hydropower facilities now is an investment that will not be operational for another 5
to 10 years and could become a stranded asset by that time. With climate change advancing at
such an increasingly rapid pace, hydropower poses a significant risk to ratepayers’ investments
and returns in an increasingly volatile, problematic, and diminishing energy resource. New
hydropower will also place riverine ecosystems and their connecting lakes at ever-increasing risk,
when we should instead be removing dams to increase freshwater ecosystem resilience.

7. Hydropower’s Dirty Secret

The hydropower industry has intensified its lobbying efforts for a new renaissance in hydropower,
as capacity additions have been declining since 2013. This is due not only to the falling costs of
competing technologies but also to a broader set of challenges, including high-profile
cancellations, growing hydrological risks, cost and schedule overruns, technical challenges, and
increasing social resistance. Now you can add greenhouse gas emissions, including methane, at
the top of that list.

When a dam is built and land is flooded to create a reservoir, microbes decompose submerged
organic matter. Throughout the dam’s life, sediment and biomass accumulate behind it, in a
process that leads to the emission of methane, carbon dioxide and nitrous oxide for the full life
cycle of the dam.

Methane is a potent greenhouse gas with a heat-trapping capacity 28 to 34 times greater than
that of carbon dioxide on a 100-year time scale, and measured over a 20-year time period, that
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ratio grows to 84 to 86 times.'” Methane is generated in reservoirs by bacteria living in oxygen-
starved environments. These microbes feast on rotting organic matter from plants for energy, just
like people and other animals, but instead of breathing out carbon dioxide, they breathe out
methane.

A 2004 Environment Canada report states:

“Largely because of the climate-change driven pursuit of “clean” energy sources, attention
has also focused on the role of water storage in affecting production and emission of
greenhouse gases (GHG). In_contrast to the widespread assumption (e.g., in
Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC] scenarios) that GHGS emitted from
reservoirs are negligible, measurements made in boreal and tropical regions indicate they
can be substantial.” 18

Hydropower reservoirs have over three decades of independent peer-reviewed studies to back
this up.

A recent study out of Quebec quantified the long-term historical and future evolution of GHG
emissions from 1900 to 2060, examining the cumulative global surface area of 9,195 reservoirs
in four different climate zones (boreal, temperate, subtropical, and tropical) around the world. It
reported:

“reservoir-induced radiative forcing continues to rise due to ongoing increases in reservoir
methane emissions, which accounted for 5.2% of global anthropogenic methane emissions
in 2020. We estimate that, in the future, methane ebullition and degassing flux will make up
>75% of the reservoir-induced radiative forcing, making these flux pathways key targets for
improved understanding and mitigation.

While CO: and CH, diffusion are modelled as decreasing with reservoir age, ebullition and
degassing remain constant, such that these two latter emission pathways grow increasingly
important with time. Thus, while CO: diffusion was the dominant flux pathway in the
twentieth century, C—CH, emissions, mainly via ebullition and degassing, are expected to
surpass C—CQO: around 2032 and account for 75% of reservoir C emissions by 2060. In
addition, the higher greenhouse warming potential of CH,, relative to CO., amplifies the
climate impact of CH, emissions. Furthermore, estimated fluxes do not account for future
global temperature increases or water eutrophication changes, both of which would
probably stimulate CHs emissions more strongly than CO. Methane emissions, and
especially CH; ebullition and degassing, are expected to dominate future reservoir C-GHG
release (39% and 32% in 2060, respectively), implying that mitigation efforts aimed at
reducing CHj fluxes via pathways could be quite effective.” 9

The study clearly indicates that carbon dioxide and methane diffusion decrease within the first 20
or more years of a new reservoir being created; however, methane emissions through ebullition
and degassing persist and can increase over time. Measurements made at hydroelectric facilities
in boreal and temperate regions indicate that GHG emissions can be substantial?®,?! and in some
instances can rise to the level of a gas-fired facility. 22
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For instance, a Swiss study of a temperate hydropower reservoir indicates that “the total methane
emissions coming from Lake Wohlen, was on average > 150 mg CH, m? @, which is the highest
ever documented for a midlatitude reservoir. The substantial temperature-dependent methane
emissions discovered in this 90-year-old reservoir indicate that temperate water bodies in older
headponds can be an important but overlooked methane source”.?3

The IPCC also reports that “hydropower plants without or with small storage may be susceptible
to climate variability, especially droughts, when the amount of water may not be sufficient to
generate electricity (Premalatha et al. 2014) (Section 6.5).24 Reliance on hydropower in times of
drought also accelerates GHG emissions when depleted reservoirs necessitate the use of fossil
fuels, particularly natural gas, to fill the gap.

It is also important to consider that creating a hydroelectric reservoir on a previously untamed
riverine ecosystem can transform a healthy ecosystem from a GHG sink into a relatively large
source of emissions into the atmosphere.?5

You can turn off a gas-fired facility when a cleaner form of electricity comes along; however, a
hydroelectric reservoir will continue to emit methane until the dam is removed. You cannot just
turn off emissions coming from a reservoir because biomass continues to collect behind the dam.
The problem is consequential because these facilities will be in place for a century or more, and
upfront dam decommissioning funds are not required by the province. This is a huge problem
because dam removal has proven to be cost-prohibitive, as it can add up to $millions, and there
is little to no funding available for decommissioning dams.

The collateral environmental damage caused by dams and waterpower facilities has been well
documented for decades, including the loss or serious decline in migratory fish species
(waterpower facilities are key factors in the listing of some iconic fish species as species at risk in
Ontario and elsewhere)?6:27, declining biodiversity?®, impaired water quality (including elevation of
mercury concentrations in fish tissue)2°30. and are critical threats to imperilled aquatic species.®'

b . x = s N

-

Lake Sturgeon stranded in a hydroelectric facility’s overflow channel.
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The hydropower industry in Ontario has consistently prioritized power generation and profit over
ecological stewardship. Out of 224 hydroelectric facilities across the province, only two are
equipped with operational fishways—an alarming indicator of systemic neglect for fish passage
and aquatic ecosystem connectivity.

8. Recommendations

wn

© N

Do not fast-track or declare the GTL a 'priority project' until comprehensive,
transparent, and science-based environmental and cumulative effects assessments
are completed and publicly disclosed.

Maintain full OEB oversight authority over project need and alternatives assessment.
Ensure that consultation with Indigenous communities is resourced, Crown-led where
required, and includes mechanisms for consent and alternative development
pathways.

Ensure that the January 2023 Climate Change Impact Assessment Report and its
warnings and recommendations are fully integrated into mitigating all projects being
considered in Ontario.

Require the inclusion of climate resilience, biodiversity protection, and land-use
minimization in the design and planning process.

Expand support for decentralized, Indigenous-led renewable energy systems as an
alternative to centralized transmission expansion.

No new hydroelectric procurement in Ontario.

Reject the socio-economic overreach embedded in Ontario’s ‘Global Energy
Superpower’ narrative. This aspirational framing prioritizes international prestige and
resource exploitation over environmental responsibility, public interest, and
community-scale resilience.

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on this proposal. The Ontario Rivers Alliance urges the
Ministry to reconsider the structure and assumptions underpinning this transmission proposal and
to uphold its responsibilities to Indigenous peoples, ecological integrity, and future generations.

Respectfully,

o /-

Linda Heron
Chair, Ontario Rivers Alliance
(705) 866-1677

Cc: The Honourable Stephen Lecce, Minister of Energy & Mines — MinisterEnergy @Ontario.ca
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