
 

Pipeline protest mentality is big in B.C.

October 21 2013

A new working paper produced by a Simon Fraser University researcher
reveals that most environmental protesters attempting to block oil
pipeline projects, such as those proposed by Northern Gateway and
Kinder Morgan, aren't just radicals.

In fact, they are mainly mainstream British Columbians says John Axsen
who authored the study. He is an assistant professor in SFU's School of
Resource and Environmental Management (REM) in the Faculty of
Environment.

Axsen's paper, "Citizen Acceptance of new fossil fuel infrastructure:
Value theory and Canada's Northern Gateway Pipeline," finds that 54
per cent of British Columbians believe the pipeline project comes with
"unacceptable environmental risks."

The finding comes out of a web-based survey of more than 2,500
Canadians', including 813 British Columbians', perceptions of the
Northern Gateway project's risks and benefits. Axsen's survey also
polled attitudes towards Alberta's oil sands.

Northern Gateway, proposed by Calgary-based Enbridge, would deliver
525,000 barrels of petroleum daily from Albertan oil sands to a tanker
terminal in Kitimat, B.C. for export overseas.

Axsen hopes his research will help Canadian and American
policymakers and stakeholders to better understand citizens' values and
priorities. The researcher draws from economics, psychology, sociology
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and engineering to investigate the nexus of technology, environmental
policy and consumer behaviour.

Axsen's survey polled a diverse representation of Canadians in all
provinces, except Quebec, based on age, sex, income and education
level. He was surprised by the enormous regional variations in citizen
support.

"B.C. is the only region where citizens are more likely to oppose the
pipeline," says Axsen. "Alberta citizens are obviously much more
supportive, but even central and eastern Canadians are relatively
supportive. It's like we are on our own out here."

Axsen found British Columbians are more likely to see environmental
risks, including potential oil spills and increased greenhouse gas
emissions, as outweighing benefits, while Albertans see economic
benefits and job creation as outweighing risks.

Only 32 per cent of Albertan respondents felt the pipeline comes with
"unacceptable environmental risks."

Axsen also found that pipeline support is related to individual values in
both regions. Citizens who placed higher importance on the preservation
of the biosphere and altruistic goals, even in Alberta, were more likely to
oppose pipeline projects and expansion. Citizens emphasizing traditional
or egotistic, self-focused values, even in B.C., were more likely to be
supportive.

Axsen based his assessments on common psychological question scales
that measure human values. For example, the scale of "traditional
values" is based on the importance that citizens place on self-discipline,
restraint, family security and respect for parents/elders.
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"These survey results underscore that protesters' demands and concerns
in B.C. are not necessarily extreme viewpoints from extreme people,"
says Axsen. "Rather, these acts of resistance are reflective of what most
British Columbians seem to want: to stop a pipeline that poses too much
risk for B.C.'s natural resources."

Axsen speculates that media reports strongly influence citizens'
disposition on pipeline projects and expansion. "While Albertan media
emphasizes economic benefits, B.C. media stress environmental risks,"
notes Axsen. "Risk perceptions are logically more salient in B.C., as
most of the pipeline and all tanker traffic will be here."

The journal Global Environmental Change is currently reviewing Axsen's
working paper, which is publicly available, for publication. He will
present his study at the U.S. Transportation Research Board's National
Academy of Sciences annual international conference in Washington,
D.C. in January.

  More information: research.rem.sfu.ca/papers/jax …
_Paper_Oct-18-13.pdf
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