Global Perspective: The James Bay Power Project
The James Bay power project is a development that would harness the energy of almost every drop of water in the rivers flowing through 350,000 square kilometers of northeastern Quebec—more than one-fifth of Canada’s largest province.  The water would be collected in vast reservoirs behind powerhouses on the main rivers.  While some water would be released year-round to spin turbines and generate electricity, the system would be geared more to winter months, when demand for power is at its peak, primarily in the heavily populated northeastern United States.  The reservoir levels would drop as much as 20 meters as water would be released and generating stations would be pushed to capacity.  Cascading rivers would be dammed and diverted to create the reservoirs, flooding a combined area larger than the surface of Lake Ontario.  Some rivers would be reduced to a trickle; others would simply be submerged.

The scene of all this proposed activity is a wilderness of lakes, rivers, lichens, and peat bogs along the east side of James Bay and the southeast coast of Hudson Bay.  The region is home to many animal specie, including moose, caribou, beaver, and lynx.  The cold lakes and fast-flowing rivers are filled with fish, and the coastline is a rich habitat for fish, birds, whales, and seals.  These resources are a crucial source of food and income for the Cree and Inuit natives.  The coastal waters are internationally renowned resting and breeding grounds for millions of migratory birds.


According to Hydro-Quebec, the company undertaking the development, the $40 billion project of dikes, powerhouses, roads, and transmission lines could be inserted into an unspoiled northern wilderness with minimal environmental harm.  Supporters of the project extol the jobs and income that would result and the subsequent exports of electricity it would bring for Quebec.

Hydro-Quebec has awarded billions of dollars worth of engineering and supply contracts to Quebec firms, enabling the firms to develop high-technology products and become international competitors.  In addition, Hydro-Quebec says that every kilowatt of power from James Bay would cut the amount that power plants fueled by coal, oil, or nuclear energy would have to generate at greater risk to the environment.

Critics have argued that the project would create a few long-term jobs while taking a devastating toll on the environment.  They also worry that the 9,000 local Cree and Inuit would lose their source of food, their livelihood, and their identity.  Native people have battled the project form the outset.  In 1975, after winning an injunction in Quebec Superior Court and then losing on appeal, the Grand Council of the Cree agreed to let the project proceed in return for some control over use of the land and in the environmental review process.  In 1990, the Cree asked the Federal Environmental Assessment Review Office for a public review of the project.  In 1992, the New York Power Authority, intended to be the Quebec power project’s largest customer, put off final approval of a $15 billion contract to buy electricity, citing, in part, fears raised by the Crees that the project would flood a vast ecosystem and ruin their way of life.

Environmental concerns of the project include erosion, siltation, destruction of critical habitat, nutrient loading and algae blooms from decaying vegetation, water temperature increase, and the mixing of salt water and fresh water.  In addition, a small clam that is the main source of food for millions of birds would be severely impacted.  The loss of this clam from changes in salinity and temperature could threaten many species of migratory birds.


In 1994, the Quebec government halted the second major portion of the project when it cancelled a major hydroelectric development on the Great Whale River, which empties into Hudson Bay.  Critics consider this to be a victory for the natives of the area and their environment.  Supporters decry the loss of jobs and the economic development potential.  While many questions remain unanswered, the overriding question is: Can humans limit their appetite for power so that megaprojects such as the one at James Bay do not need to be considered?
