
PUT IT BACK THE WAY YOU FOUND IT 
G. DeSORCY 

VICE CHAIRMAN, ALBERTA ENERGY RESOURCES CONSERVATION BOARD 

Thank you Mr. Chairman. It 1 s a pleasure for me to address this annual 

meeting of the Canadian Land Reclamation Association. 

Turning now to reclamation, the topic of the day, I, probably like a lot of 

you, initially learned about reclamation from my parents. My mother would 

say "you kids leave that room the way you found it", or my father would hand 

me a shovel and say "put that garden back into shape". However you people, 

unlike myself, have gone on to develop a special expertise in reclamation. 

This is evidenced by the impressive list of papers being presented at this 

meeting. 

Not being an expert in the area, I am no going to waste your time attempting 

to deal with the technical aspects of reclamation. Rather what I am going 

to do is briefly outline for you the role of the ERCB in reclamation, relay 

to you our perceptions of the landowners• reactions to reclamation, and 

suggest a few ways in which all of us might better inform these landowners, 

and the general public, as to what is being accomplished in the field of 

reclamation. 

ROLE OF THE ERCB 

As many of you are aware, the ERCB is a provincial agency which regulates 

most aspects of energy resource development in Alberta. It does not have a 

lead role in reclamation . The ultimate responsibility for that important 

aspect of the energy business rests with A 1 berta Environment. However, 

there are two exceptions: The Board does have some direct involvement in 

that it is represented on two committees which are part of Alberta Environ

ment 1 s Land Conservation and Reclamation Council, specifically the 

Exploration Review Committee and the Development and Reclamation Review 

Committee. And secondly, with respect to certain accidental occurrences in 
energy operations, the Board has first line involvement in reclamation and 

rehabilitation, with a prime example being the clean-up of oil spills. 
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In addition there are two other activities of the Board which are very 
significant. First , because the Board has an approving responsibility with 
respect to essentially all energy resource developments , and because its 

legislation requires a hearing process when potentially affected parties 

object to a development , this means that the Board frequently hears from 

landowners at publ i c hearings who often raise issues of reclamation, and 
request that the manner of creating the disturbance be regulated, such as to 
make the ultimate successful reclamation more easily attainable. 

The second activity of importance occurs because the Board has field offices 

and inspection staff l ocat.ed throughout the provi nee. In this manner it 
hears from landowners when they have complaints about industry operations or 
developments, including problems which are related to reclamation. 

As a result of these two sources of information , either comments at public 
hearings or complaints registered at our field offices , the Board has a 
unique opportunity to hear from landowners . 

RECLAMATION ISSUES AS PERCEIVED BY THE ERCB 

I have reduced the general comments heard from landowners by the Board and 
its staff into a list of questions , and conclusions or issues , which seem to 
represent a consensus position of those landowners that we hear from. In 
doing so, and in passing them on to you, I have to acknowledge that they are 
based on reactions from a limited sample of landowners. Nevertheless , it is 
a large enough sample that I believe the results do have meaning . 

The messages that we are hearing and that I want to pass on to you are as 

follows : 

1. An increasing number of landowners are aware of and seem to 1 i ke the 
attention being paid to reclamation , particularly , in the project 
planning stage . But concerns do remain and many landowners appear to be 

unaware of or unconvinced that lands will be successfully reclaimed . 



2. The rural agricultural community has a deep-rooted concern that too much 
prime land is being taken out of agricultural production or is having 

its productivity reduced . 

3. There are sufficient examples of less than perfect reclamation in the 
past to provide landowners with an arsenal of reel amat ion issues with 
which to oppose proposed projects . This is particularly the case 
because the agricultural community has become increasingly organized and 
there is an on-going exchange of i nf ormat ion f ram one region of the 

province to another. 

4. There are some concerns that the agency which approves disturbances is 
not responsible for the reel amat ion . Landowners thus contend that 
insufficient care is being exercised at the approval stage to ensure 
that reclamation can be accomplished . 

5. A number of landowners are concernd that there are hidden chemicals or 

other pollutants in the soil whi eh may be a long-term problem. A 
problem that they will be left with after reclamation has been approved 
and the resource development company has departed . 

6. Many landowners feel that they don 1 t receive sufficient compensation to 
cover the risk of reclamation. They worry that reclamation will not be 
successful and there will be a long-term negative impact on the soil . 

7. The landowners and the general public do not appear to realize how much 
knowledge and techni ea l expertise exists in regard to reel amat ion and 
the rate at which it is being improved. For example, I doubt that many 
of them know this association exists or that meetings such as this one 
are held to discuss the highly technical aspects of reclamation . 

8. I am pleased to report that an increasing number of landowners are 
noting and commenting on improvements in lease construction and sump 
disposal methods and other aspects of land disturbance. The message 

that these improvements are being made however , , is not being widely 
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distributed. Many opinions being expressed by landowners are not based 

on what is happening today but rather on problems that occurred in the 

past . 

9. There is confusion among landowners as to which government department is 

responsible for reclamation . Since the ERCB holds public hearings and 
investigates complaints , many landowners assume it has final responsi
bility for reclamation. I expect there are some in the industry itself 
that are confused as to where government responsibilities lie in this 
regard. 

NECESSARY ACTIONS 

Assuming that the matters I have just reviewed to to some extent reflect the 
consensus of landowners, the next question is what should be done about it . 
It is necessary to deal with the negative comments of landowners who are 
being affected by energy developments in such a way that we can ensure that 

the positive messages we are beginning to hear will become more prevalent in 
future . Obviously continued development of reclamation tecnology, which you 
people are so involved in , must continue . Also those interfacing with land

owners must treat them in an open , honest and fair way as well as being 
businesslike. Additionally however , all of us must work to ensure that the 
landowners know that reclamation is being considered in the project planning 
stage , that satisfactory reclamation is going to occur , that much research 
is taking place regarding reclamation and that organizations like this one 

exist . We in the public sector must take steps to minimize the overlapping 

of jurisdictions among government departments and to make certain that the 
landowners and the industry understand whi eh government departments carry 
specific reclamation responsibilities. 

How can we do these things? The most important way in my view is to get out 

into the rural community and tell the people what is going on in reclama
tion . This can be done through local fairs and expositions and also by 
being available to attend meetings of agricultural groups and by making it 

known that experts are available for that role. 



Initiatives should be taken by reclamation groups in i ndustry and government 

to set up seminars in rura 1 areas . Attendance of opinion 1 eaders from the 
agricultural communities at conferences such as this one should be 

encouraged . 

It is important to have available brochures or pamphlets describing what is 
taking place in reclamation and what the various government departments' 

responsibilities are , but these must be relatively brief and written in 

down-to-earth language. 

I know that all of these things I have mentioned are occurring to some 
extent now . What I am suggesting is that we should be going further. 
Reclamation technology is improving steadily . The reclamation work that we 
see taking place is genera l ly good and it is improving . What we must do is 
increase efforts to make the 1 an downers and the genera 1 pub 1 i c aware of 

these accomplishments and that the industry and government are serious about 
reclamation . Whether we like it or not , a message commonly heard on 
hearings is that the industry and government lack credibility . 

Through greater efforts in the areas I ' ve outlined, I believe there will 
come a day when the landowner can ask "Are you going to put it back the way 
you found it?" and we will be able to answer "yes, sir" , with confidence 

that all of us will understand what the other means . 
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