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Abstract :  Citizens rise spontaneously when projects are forced upon their territory and 

affect their sense of belonging to their area. This defensive outcry is an indication of a 
democratic deficit and shows that the citizens have the feeling of not having been heard. The 
spontaneous forming of citizens’ groups over the past 3 years in Quebec, in the energy file, 
also indicates that the development model needs to be revisited.  In fact, not only does the 
energy model need to be reviewed, but the entire development model as well, so as to 
provide a cost/benefit analysis of the projects, taking into account not only their economic 
component, but all of their components, and measuring them on an equal footing.   Growth 
is not necessarily synonymous with progress, and the GDP in isolation cannot be used as a 
decision-making tool. Citizens also demand an independent institution to evaluate these 
projects, because as things now stand, they feel abandoned by their institutions.  
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C o n t e x t  

The citizens of Québec who are opposed to the development model being used in the 
energy sector have spontaneously gathered together into groups over the past three years. 
They have openly denounced the lack of transparency, of access to information, of 
consultation and of public participation in the industrial and mining development in this 
sector, which is being implemented in their territory without their involvement. 

 
The group discussed here, Terre Citoyenne, is a citizens’ movement that grew out of 

opposition to the development model being applied in the wind energy sector. The 
movement then spread to take up other citizens’ concerns in connection with nuclear energy, 
shale gas and other ways in which large companies are taking control of their territory, 
regardless of where these struggles are taking place, whether in Europe, Australia or 
elsewhere in Canada. These citizens are broadening their network in line with their 
involvement in protecting their territory, in their quality of life and sustainable development 
in their area. Today, they are prepared to travel to Africa, at their own expense, in order to 
have their voices heard. 

 
Citizens have demanded moratoria in all of these sectors, because there has not been a 

proper public debate on energy, and they all demand independent studies to measure all the 
costs and indirect effects of the projects, in relation to the scale of benefits that have been 
promised but never demonstrated. 

A  b r i e f  h i s t o r y  o f  Q u é b e c  

Hydro-Québec 
In the area of energy, we must focus our attention on Hydro-Québec, the national utility 

company that now enables all Québec citizens to have access to electricity in order to light 
and heat their homes, to cook their food or to plug in appliances, and a cost that is very 
advantageous  for everyone, regardless of how remote their location. 

 
The has not always been the case. Electricity came into use gradually in Québec beginning 

in the late XIXth century. In the XXth century, in the 1920s, only the large municipalities such as 
Montréal and Québec City, the large companies and a few very wealthy citizens had access 
to electricity, since it was not affordable, and the prices were set by utility companies that 
were all privately owned.  Following considerable pressure brought by the citizens, and with 
the good graces of our Premier at the time, Adélard Godbout, electricity was finally brought 
to all the population of Montréal in 1944, with the nationalization of the major company, 
Montreal Light, Heat and Power Consolidated. This was the birth of Hydro-Québec and the 
beginning of the end of the hegemony of the private utility companies in providing the 
essential service of electricity. The prices to subscribers began to drop to the point that in 
1920, the price of electricity was roughly comparable to what it is today in 2011. In addition, 
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it was possible for francophones to obtain key positions in the organization, whereas these 
positions were reserved for anglophones in the private companies. The famous and oft-
repeated slogan in the speeches of Adélard Godbout, leading up to this nationalization 
achieved, was “Maîtres chez nous” (masters in our own home), and it is often used today 
when citizens feel dispossessed 1. 

 
However, it was not until the 1960s, with another great politician, Jean Lesage, that the 

nationalization of Hydro-Québec was extended to cover the entire province, for all 
households however remote. The private companies found that bringing electricity to the 
regions was too costly, and these small municipalities had to create cooperatives in order to 
have access to electricity. With the nationalization, they readily sold their cooperatives, most 
of which ran deficits, to Hydro-Québec – all but one, the die-hard little community of Saint-
Jean-Baptiste-de Rouville. 

The Civil Code of Québec  
In the area of civil rights, the Civil Code of Québec also has its history. After the conquest 

of New France by the British in 1763, King George III had imposed English law to govern 
civil matters, a system of law that did not at all correspond to the mentality of the French 
Canadians of the time. It was not until after 15 years of public pressure that the customary 
French law was recognized, which thus led to the creation of the Civil Code of Lower 
Canada, in which the family and prosperity were at the focus of civil rights. 

 
These two concepts nevertheless underwent changes, and in 1991, the Civil Code was 

substantially amended. Yet these amendments had very little effect on property rights, and 
still today, any owner can sell or her his property to anyone, or can cede land use rights 
without taking into account any nuisances that this may cause to others. Today, this property 
right, in the context of our knowledge on sustainable development, can no longer be 
exercised in the same way, since we now have to cope with collective rights if we do not 
want today’s developments to compromise future generations. 

 
Development is sustainable when it fulfills a need where it is installed and results in 

progress for the society affected, and often produces an added value that may take the form, 
for example, of a reduction in pollution or in the export of a good product. In the case of 
Hydro-Québec, all of these components are to be found, since not only have all the residents 
of Québec had access to electricity at a good price, but also, this electricity has enabled 
everyone to develop on the economic level. This industry has also considerably reduced 
pollution by replacing oil, wood and coal with hydroelectricity to heat and cook. In addition, 
since it is possible to store up water behind the dams, the electricity surpluses may easily be 
exported. Hydro-Québec has thus contributed to the progress of the entire population 

 
This is not at all true of the wind energy development, which does not fulfill a need – we 

have a surplus of electricity; it does not reduce pollution – we already use a renewable form 
of energy that produces very little pollution; and it does not lead to any progress for our 
society. Worse, this excess amount of unneeded energy can only cause nuisances, destroy 
our forests, and disrupt our biodiversity for the financial gain of a few shareholders, often 
foreigners, and of a few landowners.  Energy is a matter of public interest; we are reminded 
of this when the time comes to expropriate us to add to the electricity transmission 
infrastructure – it should be kept it in mind when only the interests of a few are being served 
to the detriment of others. A good that is of public interest should serve the community as a 
whole. 

                                                      
1. I even heard a “maîtres chez nous” in Yaounde during the presentation by Ruphin Ngabulongo Nzomisi, 

of the organization IBI Village, Congo, www.ibi-village.cd. 
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T h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  m o d e l  f o r  t h e  e n e r g y  s e c t o r  
n e e d s  t o  b e  r e v i e w e d  

Energy development has gone on in Québec over the past 3 years without the 
involvement of Québecers. The energy lobby has been working closely with the government 
in power to deliver us a fait accompli by ensuring that the development is lucrative for the 
developers. Nowhere in the energy sector have the citizens been offered a real chance for 
public debate; instead the citizens have been managed by communications firms, and those 
who have dared raise questions have been deemed hostile by their own municipalities; by 
those whose duty it is to represent all the citizens. This was particularly true in the 
development of wind energy which has an aura, if not to say a halo, because so much 
propaganda has been put forward to promote it. 

 
There is no forum upstream to work together with the citizens to discuss the advantages 

or disadvantages of developing one project or another. The project may never be questioned. 
At most, what may be discussed is how to minimize the damage. However, development is 
not always a synonym for progress, and we deserve to have institutions that are 
independent to assist us in seeing things clearly – institutions worthy of trust, distanced from 
the pressure brought by lobby groups and by government2. 

W e  n e e d  a  n e w  m o d e l  t o  m e a s u r e  s u s t a i n a b l e  
d e v e l o p m e n t  

Sustainable development has 3 components:  economic, social and environmental. 
However, the economic component is measured summarily by taking for granted the 
promise of a large financial investment, on a province-wide scale, whereas the other 
components of sustainable development are measured through value judgements, based on 
impact studies done by the developers, which always present them in terms of low to 
moderate impacts at the local scale, dealing with impacts in the area studied only. 

 
This is a double standard. This practice needs to be reviewed to bring into an equal 

footing the 3 components, and thus to arrive at a measurement that is useful for the purposes 
of analysis. Thus a value judgement must be made on the economic benefits of a project at 
the local level (which according to the citizens are always low to moderate), and furthermore 
the indirect effects must be calculated, something which is never done. For example, what is 
the dollar cost of the deforestation; not only the cost of the trees felled, but the price of the 
service that the forest provides by maintaining our hydrographic system, our biodiversity, 
the wildlife, genetic resources, the quality of life of the inhabitants, etc. This is the case for 
many dozens of different impacts that appear in the impact studies, and that are never 
accounted for, but that would make the difference between a good and a bad project if a 
complete cost-benefit analysis were done. It would thus be important to measure the 
promises of job creation, and to have an actual data collection procedure in that regard. For 
example, how many jobs are lost in comparison to the number of jobs gained? How many of 
these jobs are within local businesses? We know that the spinoffs in the regions are small to 
moderate, if not actually negative. 
 

                                                      
2.  At the symposium in Yaoundé, this question of an independent institution in the area of sustainable 

development was raised several times, and it was recommended that independent monitoring agencies be created 
to examine the value of projects. Not only could citizens have access to these agencies, but their studies would 
enable local governments to see the true face of these projects, and would give them arguments to stand up 
against the large companies, which have a huge arsenal of tricks to force through their projects. Communities 
need to be able to choose the types of development that will be considered synonymous with progress for them, 
instead of having these “chosen” for them. 
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The wind energy model 
  
If we were to calculate the overall advantages of wind energy in Québec, for example, we 

could refer to the Régie de l’énergie which knew as early as 1998 that wind energy would be 
developed at a loss (http://www.regie-energie.qc.ca/audiences/4_avis/a-98-02.pdf). 

 We went ahead with it nevertheless, thinking that we would gain on the carbon market 
and that we would develop an entire industry of wind turbine components for export 
purposes. The carbon market was not designed to play at buying carbon credits between 
wealthy countries, but to assist the developing countries. Moreover we now know that it is 
the Chinese who will develop the wind energy components, and not the Québecers. Without 
any means to obtain an equitable measurement of the 3 components of sustainable 
development, the environment and the people will always come out as losers.  

Growth and progress are not synonymous 
The decision-making process involved in energy development is always connected with 

growth and the GDP. This decision is made at the government level. However, growth is not 
synonymous with progress in all cases, and the GDP alone should not dictate the 
development choices to be made.  The protection of our natural and collective heritage is 
more than a matter of economics, it is a matter of society, environment, culture and well-
being that cannot be measured only on the basis of GDP growth. 

An example of a senseless wind energy project 
At the local level, the decision-making process is often absent, or works on a case-by-case 

basis, in accordance with promises made by the developers. Let us take the case of wind 
energy:  the municipal elected officials quickly become proponents of the project in their 
haste to earn the $4,000 to $10,000 promised per wind turbine, which is enough to trump any 
spirit of analysis in these small municipalities with scant resources, and who in fact would 
have no money to have these projects evaluated independently. More particularly, in the 
case of the wind turbine project of the Massif du Sud, 75 km. southeast of Québec City, an 
industrial wind farm is planned right in the middle of a regional park – what the French call 
a parc naturel (a nature park). According to the local authorities, the basis of this project is the 
financing necessary for the survival of a nature park. According to the citizens, it is instead a 
way for the Regional County Municipalities (RCMs) to wash their hands of the obligation to 
find the funds needed to manage this regional park, a park which is in fact managed by the 
local elected officials and by the administrators of the RCMs themselves. The expertise of the 
local administrators is in the area of municipal management; the management of a park is an 
entirely different matter. 

 
And who are the developers of this project in Québec? Électricité de France (EDF), who is 

behind nearly half the industrial wind energy projects in the second round of tendering 
launched by the Québec government, and therefore of nearly one quarter of the wind turbine 
projects in Québec. No Québec wind turbine manufacturer was chosen to develop wind 
energy in Québec, although there was one, AAER, which had presented a bid, and there is 
one Québec company which could have bid, namely Hydro-Québec, but which was not 
allowed to participate in the tendering process. AAER was sold to the Americans, and there 
is a feeling of having been betrayed by Hydro-Québec. 

 
Omnipresent wind farms, whether in Québec or elsewhere, represent nothing but a life 

raft – not for the planet, but for the finances of the local authorities, as well as a chance to 
make some quick money for the shareholders of the large companies such as Électricité de 
France (EDF). Indeed, at the local level, all mining and industrial development finds itself 
welcomed in this context, as this eliminates the responsibility of finding funding to manage 
current affairs and to make choices at the provincial level in favour of a governance model 
that would empower the regions to take care of their own development. 
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A park is a collective asset 
A regional park is a collective asset that benefits the entire community, and which thus 

ought to be financed by the entire province as a community. Neither the population living 
near a regional park, nor even an RCM, should be asked to be responsible for the survival of 
a natural space. This is a collective responsibility that requires expertise and substantial 
funding. We have a greater need to make changes toward energy efficiency in Québec than 
to add even more renewable energy, and we have a greater need for protected areas within a 
park than to develop more industrial energy projects there. 

 
The citizens consider that the calculations for the wind energy sector have not been done. 

The decision-making process must open up to these red flags that are being raised, which 
point out the deficiencies of the projects. The citizens in the area know their environment, 
and this popular wisdom is an indispensable tool for environmental governance. 

 
 

C o n c l u s i o n  

The struggles being carried on by citizens lead to the conclusion that in order to be 
sustainable, development must be measured in a reliable and credible manner, and the 3 
components of sustainable development – the economy, society and the environment – must 
be placed on an equal footing. 

An independent institution should be created in order to carry out the cost-benefit 
analysis of any project, taking into account all the indirect factors so as to lend the exercise 
credibility and to allow a healthy debate in the communities and access to all the 
information. A monitoring agency, perhaps? 

Citizens wish to participate in the protection of their environment, and wish to reduce 
pollution; they therefore wish to take an active role in the decision-making process. These 
citizens are not necessarily interested in civic matters on an everyday basis, but they rise up 
when a project places their territory and their living environment in danger. 

These same citizens are perhaps difficult to identify upstream of a project, but room must 
be made in the decision-making process for these little red flags that are raised, because these 
citizens are only interested in the future of their community and that of their children. When 
they rise up, this indicates that the democratic process has failed. 
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