
 

 

REPORT OF PROCEEDINGS 

(Hansard Blues) 

SELECT STANDING COMMITTEE ON  

FINANCE AND GOVERNMENT SERVICES 

THURSDAY, OCTOBER 2, 2014 

D. Ashton (Chair): Sir, thank you very much for coming. We have a ten-minute presentation allotment — 

I'll give you a two-minute warning — and then five minutes for questions. Please — the floor is yours. 

R. Botterell: Great. Thanks very much. 

My name is Rob Botterell. I'm a lawyer, and I live in Sidney. I managed not to get a speeding ticket this morning. 

By way of background and context for my talk, I was the financial comptroller for the TD Bank in B.C. in the '80s. 

In the '90s I was the senior government official responsible for B.C.'s freedom-of-information legislation, and for the last 

20 years I've been representing First Nations and, more recently, local government. The views I'm expressing today are 

my own and are not necessarily those of my local government and First Nations clients. 

I want to thank you for the opportunity to make this presentation, and I also want to extend my thanks for the 

terrific amount of time and effort that goes into this committee's work on your behalf. I've been on committees before, and 

I know that it's a long, hard road. But I also want to emphasize that this committee's work is vitally important. I believe 

that you are the keepers of the public's confidence in the budget planning process, in large measure by virtue of the 

opportunity you give people like me to present information and consider it. 

I'm here today to talk about the pending Site C decision and the budget and fiscal implications. This project will be 

the biggest public infrastructure project in the next 20 years if it proceeds. It's estimated, currently, to cost $8 billion, 

which would increase the provincial debt by over 10 percent. We don't have accurate information on costs, so it could 

well be more than that. 

Time is short. By my calculation, I will be reviewing $800 million of government spending every minute, so I 

would ask you to please review the materials that are in your kit, all of which is in the public domain. Further to the 

previous presenter, I would encourage you, in particular, to have a look at the report on energy alternatives in the right-

hand side of the folder, which covers many of the items that were discussed just now. 

I'm not going to deal with First Nations issues, but I do want to say that those who suggest that the courts will 

somehow pay less attention or do less to protect treaty rights, such as those of West Moberly, as compared to proven 

aboriginal title of Chilcotin, are mistaken. 

[1130] 

While it's true that B.C. has a triple-A rating, it's also true that there are some storm clouds on the horizon. In May 

Moody's gave B.C. a negative outlook 
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that B.C. has a triple-A rating. It's also true there's some storm clouds on the horizon. In May Moody's gave B.C. a 

negative outlook due to the accumulation of provincial debt. 

It's my submission that it's hard to understand how, if we can avoid part or all of it, adding $8 billion to the 

provincial debt helps to reverse that negative outlook. I think that's a critical consideration in terms of the work. I'm sure 

you're hearing many presentations on how taxpayer-supported debt could be used to provide much-needed infrastructure. I 

really encourage you to think about that as I make my presentation. 

What would happen if you were going to the bank to borrow $8 billion for Site C? The question came up: Well, is 

Site C needed?" The answer you would have to give is that the joint federal-provincial review panel concluded that the 

need for Site C has not been established. If the next question was, "How much is this going to cost?" you would have to 

say that the joint review panel concluded that they didn't have the information, time or resources to determine whether the 

$7.9 billion cost is accurate. 

If you were asked, "How much would B.C. Hydro likely forecast Site C losing in the first four years of operation?" 

you'd have to say that the joint review panel forecasts that it's going to lose $800 million. And then the bank officer might 



 
say: "Well, what other alternatives were looked at?" You'd have to say that the joint review panel was either prohibited 

from considering — or did not have the information to sufficiently explore geothermal, wind, run-of-river hydro and other 

renewables, excepting power under the Columbia River treaty or burning natural gas to provide power." 

Oh, you might say: "That's interesting. What did the joint review panel have to say about natural gas?" Well, this is 

what the panel said: "Finally, if it is acceptable to burn natural gas to provide power to compress, cool and transport B.C. 

natural gas for Asian markets, where its fate is combustion anyway, why not save transport and environmental costs and 

take care of domestic needs?" 

Then you might be asked: "Well, how much could the government save in taxpayer-supported debt by using 

natural gas?" Some $6.5 billion is the likely savings. How much a year? One expert — and the information is in your kit 

— says that currently you could save $350 million a year in operating costs to produce the same amount of electricity. 

What about greenhouse gas emissions? If you're saving $6.5 billion in capital and $350 million a year in operating, 

you've got room to buy carbon credits. So what should we do? What did the joint review panel recommend? "Well, it 

should go to the B.C. Utilities Commission." What's been the response of the Minister of Energy and the Premier? "Well, 

the B.C. Utilities Commission doesn't have the capacity to look at it, and we're going have KPMG do a little bit more 

research." 

My submission to you is that doing some KPMG research now — that hasn't seen the light of day, that won't see 

the light of day if it ever sees the light of day until after a decision on Site C is made — is no substitute for B.C. Utilities 

Commission open and transparent and accountable review. Those are key — key — commitments of this government and 

previous governments. 

I'd submit that if the government decides to disregard the adamant opposition of First Nations, it's fiscally 

irresponsible — particularly for an $8 billion project — to proceed without first referring this to the B.C. Utilities 

Commission so they can do the homework that the joint review panel said still needs to be done. If KPMG has done some 

internal work, that can go to the Utilities Commission and save the Utilities Commission some effort. 

[1135] 

We have the time. The joint review panel said that we don't need power till 2028. And they did take into account 

LNG, contrary to Minister Bennett's submission. 

So here we are. We've got a huge opportunity here to get this right. What I would like to urge every 
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Minister Bennett's submission. 

So here we are. We've got a huge opportunity here to get this right. What I would like to urge every one of you to 

do is to think carefully about what your constituents and the people that you've heard from during these hearings would 

like you to do. What they'd like you to do is to make sure that the cost is accurate, so that we know what's going on and 

we're doing this in the least costly way possible. 

In the consultation document there's a key phrase here, in terms of taxpayer-supported infrastructure: "It is 

important to build needed infrastructure, but we need to limit our borrowing and keep debt affordable." 

From my perspective and in my submission, the right thing for this committee to do is to recommend that this 

matter be referred to the B.C. Utilities Commission and, if capacity of the B.C. Utilities Commission is at issue — after 

all, they reviewed Site C before, so they know what they're doing; they're set up to do this — that you recommend that the 

funding be set aside in next year's budget to provide for a full, expert and independent review by the B.C. Utilities 

Commission. 

This isn't $800,000. This isn't a mortgage for my house. This isn't a mortgage. This is $8 billion at a minimum. 

What if it turns out to be $15 billion? I wouldn't want to be in your shoes if that review hasn't been done. 

What's the harm in doing the homework? Maybe the Utilities Commission will come back and say: "You know 

what? Site C is the best." But everything in your folder and everything we've seen over the last few months suggests that 

we need to have a thorough look at this before making a final decision and that it shouldn't be something rushed into. 

I want to thank you for hearing what I have to say, and I'm happy to answer any easy questions. 

D. Ashton (Chair): Rob, thanks for driving up. 

I've got Mike first of all. 

M. Morris: Rob, I must have missed it, or I may have missed it in your introduction there, but who do you 

represent? Who are you advocating for or on behalf of right now? 

R. Botterell: I'm advocating. This is my personal presentation. I made that clear. I'm not here on behalf of my 

clients. All of the materials in your package are in the public domain and have been released, and that's where I got them. 



 
M. Morris: Okay. I see a lot of reference to the district of Hudson's Hope in your material as well. Are you 

working for Hudson's Hope? 

R. Botterell: Hudson's Hope is a client. I'm not representing Hudson's Hope, but all of the information that is in 

your package has been released publicly by Hudson's Hope over the last three or four months. 

G. Heyman: Thank you very much for a thoughtful presentation and for the material, which I think we'll all 

review. I think everybody can agree around the table that we have an interest in clean, low-carbon energy. 

You made a number of points. I think Clean Energy B.C. recently released a report that indicated ways in which a 

range, a portfolio, of renewables could supply an alternative to the energy that would come from Site C. I think the 

Minister of Energy and Mines indicated that he, at least at this point, was not committed to a final decision and was 

interested in reviewing that. 

One of the obvious advantages, I would think, in looking at a portfolio of renewables is that there's the ability to 

bring power on line incrementally as technologies get both less expensive and more efficient. I'm wondering if you're 

aware of any other studies that we might want to review with regard to that — or that the B.C. Utilities Commission 

should review. 

I think your point that the BCUC is the right place to provide some overall review, including taking input from 

private consultants, is certainly one that people in the opposition share. 

R. Botterell: Well, there's the study that's in your kit, which highlights some options to look at and which is an 

initial review there. Certainly the Clean Energy Association has come up with a package of opportunities. 

The difficulty with the approach that's been taken so far is that all of that study work and background working 

papers, unless it's been leaked, is not available publicly and has not received the type of public scrutiny. If I were a private 

corporation — and I've worked with the TD Bank for a number of years, and I've dealt with large corporations — if I were 

going to go out and spend $8 billion, I would want to give it a whole bunch of scrutiny. If it's the taxpayers' money, I'd 

want public scrutiny. 

[1140] 

The short answer to your question, I think, is that that's why we need to have the 
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going to go out and spend $8 billion, I would want to give it a whole bunch of scrutiny. If it's the taxpayers' money, I'd 

want public scrutiny. 

The short answer to your question is that I think that's why we need to have the B.C. Utilities Commission look at 

this study and other studies and subject it to proper scrutiny. It may well be that a combination of renewables or 

geothermal or buying under the Columbia treaty is the best option for British Columbia taxpayers. But we need to have 

that discussion in an open, accountable way. 

G. Holman: Thanks, Rob, for the presentation. Just a quick question. 

Like you, I don't see a downside, really, to referring it to the Utilities Commission, which was mandated to do this 

kind of work. The very first thing they do is look at the demand for power and whether in fact the power is needed. As 

you indicated, they've already come to some preliminary conclusions around that. But, you know, to be done in more 

detail…. 

I just wanted to point out one thing — which is one of the alternatives that the JRP identify to Site C, or at least in 

terms of a possible mix — is conservation as well, which is kind of a little bit of a pet peeve but what I was trying to 

indicate to the previous presenter as well. 

R. Botterell: I would not want my comments to be taken as an exhaustive list of options. And I would not want 

my comments to be…. I was using natural gas as an illustration of something to look at. You'll see in the study that there's 

a whole section on enhanced demand-side management, and that could well provide a good part of the solution. 

D. Ashton (Chair): Jane, really quickly — we have a minute left. 

J. Shin: I'm a rookie politician, so this question may be a little naive for me to present here. But the way that you 

have presented the case, obviously, and the concerns that you address very well…. Why would there be a resistance from 

the government side to proceed with your recommendation if it's been expressed that way? 

R. Botterell: I don't know. 



 
J. Shin: Okay. I guess it's not an easy question. 

R. Botterell: Yeah, I mean, that's a very good question. I don't have an answer for you. My view is that the time is 

there. There's no immediate need. And in fact there's every reason for this size of expenditure to take all the time you 

need, because you don't get a second chance. 

D. Ashton (Chair): Thank you. Any other questions or comments? 

Rob, thank you very much, and thanks for driving up today. 

We'll adjourn. 

The committee adjourned at 11:42 a.m. 

 


