
“It is better to weep with wise men  
than to laugh with fools.” 

 
Spanish Proverb 

April 1st, 2016 

The Citizen’s Research Lab at 
Lethbridge College conducted 
a poll on energy and the carbon 
tax in Alberta. 
 
Regarding the Carbon Tax, the 
question was “As part of its 
climate change strategy, the 
Alberta government is planning 
to introduce a carbon tax in 
Alberta beginning next year. 
Please tell me how much you 
support or oppose the introduc-
tion of a carbon tax in Alberta.  
(Optional Read: the carbon tax 
will require Albertans to pay 
4.7-cents more per liter of gas 
at the pumps in 2017, and 5.5 
cents more per liter of diesel, 
plus an extra $320 to heat their 
homes in 2017, rising to $470 
by 2018.)” 
 
The polling results show a 
split, with 56.6% disagreeing 
and 43.4% agreeing. Interest-
ingly, there was a strong corre-
lation between the opinion on 
the Carbon Tax and political 
support, with roughly 75%  of 
conservative voters disagree-
ing, and 70% of progressive 
voters agreeing.  
 
In the same poll, Lethbridge 
supports the phase out of coal-
fired generation with 56.7% 
agreeing and 43.3% against. 
Like the Carbon Tax question, 
partisan differences were sig-
nificant in the results. 
 
Full results can be found at 
www.lethbridgecollege.ca/ 

Minister Shannon Phillips has 
been meeting with stakeholders 
to form some consensus on the 
goals regarding the creation of a 
wilderness area and provincial 
park in the Castle.  
 
Concerns include random camp-
ing, off-highway vehicle (mis)
use, hunting, wildlife manage-
ment, recreation, invasive spe-
cies vectors, habitat, biodiversi-
ty, and headwaters protection. 
The Minister has suggested that 
headwaters protection and con-
servation are widely supported 
in the province and that the gov-
ernment will make science-
evidenced decisions. The time-

line for the process is expected 
to end by early 2017.  
 
The Government of Alberta 
has created a Science Strategy 
to provide science-based evi-
dence so as to support in-
formed decision making. 
SAGE has previously encour-
aged the government in to sup-
port better monitoring of key 
indicators for fine-scale assess-
ments of cumulative impacts. 
The Ministry has also prom-
ised to create a Vegetation 
Management Strategy for the 
region, similar to the one com-
pleted in the Kananaskis.  

SAGE Meeting every third 
Wednesday, April 20th, 2016 at 
the Lethbridge Public Library 
downtown, 7 to 9 p.m. 
 
Take part in the Clean Com-
munity Challenge by tak-
ing action to make Leth-
bridge a cleaner, more beau-
tiful place to live! 
www.lethbridge.ca/living-
here/clean-community/
Pages/default.aspx 
 
Try out the City of Leth-
bridge’s new Waste Wizard. 
 
 

Minister Phillips on the Castle 
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A Leading Voice for a Healthy and Environmentally Sustainable Community. 

Visit us at: http://sage-environment.org/ 

If you are interesting in getting involved, contact us at: 

sage-communications@sage-environment.org 

Southern Alberta Group for the Environment (SAGE) 
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Brian and Katrina Sexton are building a Net-Zero Energy 
Home in Lethbridge. The home was designed by Peter Amer-
ongen, from Habitat Studio in Edmonton, who has champi-
oned Net-Zero homes for over a decade.  

The design principle for Net-Zero homes is to create enough 
energy on-site to heat and power a home over the span of a 
year. To best accomplish this goal, the home is designed to 
conserve heat: in this home, R40 walls and R90 insulation in 
the attic is used, which is roughly double that of a standard 
home. Triple pane windows are installed to reduce heat loss, 
and south facing windows are optimized to allow more heat in 
from the sun than is lost in the winter. An extended eave 
shades the south-facing windows to reduce unwanted solar 
gains and keep the home cool in the summer . One of the larg-
est causes of heat loss in a home is air movement through the 
envelope (both unwanted infiltration and mechanical ventila-
tion). Sealing the home well during construction and in-
stalling a Heat Recovery Ventilator on the ventilation system 
is effective in reducing energy losses. This also ensures hu-
midity is controlled inside the home. 

The Sexton home will be heated using electricity. All the 
electricity a home uses to do work (ovens, refrigerators and 
freezers, hair blowers, margarita blenders, etc.) results in en-
ergy being released to the home (and this reduces the heating 
demand). In Alberta, the average home uses about 6000 kWh 
of electricity each year. To heat the home, electric base-board 
heaters will be used and will consume an additional 19,000 
kWh. Normally, this might be an expensive alternative, as 
electricity in Alberta is about 10 times more expensive than 
natural gas for the same heating, which is why it is important 
that the home be designed for a very low heating requirement. 
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Zero Energy Home, Lethbridge 2016 

Interesting Links: 

Net-Zero Energy Homes   http://www.nrcan.gc.ca/energy/efficiency/housing/research/5131 
 
100% Canada - Renewable Energy  https://100.org/wp-addons/maps/img/infographics/100_Canada.pdf 

Economically, the savings of not having a natural gas connec-
tion can be used against the electricity costs. 

This home includes a rough-in for a mechanical system called 
an Air Source Heat Pump. This system takes heat from the air 
outside and moves it inside, not unlike a refrigerator which 
takes heat from inside the box and puts it outside the box. Air 
Source Heat Pumps are also not common in cold climates be-
cause they lose efficiency at colder temperatures, though they 
can be very effective in the shoulder seasons - on average this 
system will give 3.2 units of heat energy for every 1 unit of 
electricity (or 320% efficiency overall). This system can also 
be used to cool the home in the summer.  

Once one has designed an energy efficient home that optimizes 
solar energy and includes an efficient heating system, to 
achieve zero-energy an electricity generating system must be 
installed. This has been a barrier to the widespread acceptance 
of zero-energy homes in the past, as photovoltaic (PV) systems 
have been expensive. In the last decade, however, the cost of 
PV has plummeted by a factor of three, with an installed sys-
tem cost of about $3/Watt. In this home, about 12 kW of elec-
tricity generating PV will be required. The solar system will 
generate enough energy to match the requirements of the home 
for electricity use plus heating over the course of a year. Tied 
to the grid, the system will generate a surplus of electricity in 
the summer and will draw down its electricity credit in the 
winter. No natural gas is required and the electricity bill will be 
only the service charges.  

Net-Zero homes are increasing in popularity across North 
America, including projects completed in Edmonton and Cal-
gary. This is the future for homebuilding. Follow on facebook 
at https://www.facebook.com/groups/980043175399111/  

In Memorandum: Lloyd Flaig, Director of SAGE through most of the 1990s and chair for a few years in the early 1990s, 
died on Thursday, March 10th.  A few among us will remember the barbecues we enjoyed around a campfire on the Flaig farm on 
Broxburn Road south of Lethbridge. From the Lethbridge Herald: “Lloyd was a teacher and principal with Lethbridge Public 
School District #51. He was an artist, a poet, and a writer. A staunch environmentalist, Lloyd camped and canoed many of the 
lakes and rivers in the western provinces.” 



My first flee-response to the book 
was due to the title. I had just fin-
ished reading Terry Eagleton’s 
book, Hope Without Optimism, 
which tried to parse hope from opti-
mism. He says authentic hope 
“needs to be underpinned by rea-
sons. […] It must be able to pick 
out the features of a situation that 
render it credible.” Hope must be 
fallible, as opposed to optimism (a 
word Eagleton relates to 
‘temperamental cheerfulness’) 
which is not. “True hope is needed 
most when the situation is at its 
starkest, a state of extremity that 
optimism is generally loath to 
acknowledge.” In other words, we 
need hope which acknowledges the 
challenges and allows us to prepare 
for them; situations in which blind 
optimism fails us. 
 
David Boyd says in the introduc-
tion, “Research by psychologists 
and cognitive linguists offers pro-
found insights for those who care 
about the planet’s future. Pressing 
people’s fear buttons, a prominent 
strategy among environmentalists, 
usually triggers an instinctive sur-
vival response. When confronted by 
fear, most people suppress their 
concern for other s and focus on 
their own interests. […] In the face 
of overwhelming environmental 
threats, people are overcome by 
feelings of helplessness and are less 
likely to take any kind of remedial 
action” (p.xix). It is at this point that 
my second flee-response begged me 
to move on to another book, as it 
often follows with a series of feel-
good stories that will have absolute-
ly zero impact on motivating a pro-
gressive response to our environ-
mental challenges. I kept reading, 

however, and was pleasantly sur-
prised.  
 
The Optimistic Environmentalist ne-
gotiates the Charybdis of naiveté and 
the Scylla of vacuity. Boyd is not 
unaware of our collective environ-
mental challenges, but he chooses to 
present the many positive changes 
over the past number of decades. He 
discusses improvements for cleaner 
air, the effective response to ozone 
depletion, and the reduction in use of 
hazardous chemicals in food produc-
tion and manufacturing. He also ad-
dresses the built environment and 
transportation as two of the most en-
ergy consuming sectors.  
 
Regarding the economy, Boyd does a 
very nice job describing good design 
principles including cradle-to-cradle 
design, zero waste, and biomimicry 
(innovation inspired by Nature). 
These are indeed essential ingredi-
ents to approaching sustainability in 
practice and depends on the imple-
mentation of strong policies in man-
ufacturing. He quotes McDonough: 
“Human beings don’t have a pollu-
tion problem; they have a design 
problem. If humans were to devise 
products, tools, furniture, homes, 
factories, and cities more intelligent-
ly from the start, they wouldn’t even 
need to think in terms of waste, con-
tamination, or scarcity … Good de-
sign would allow for abundance, 
endless reuse, and pleasure.” 
 
He also quotes Janez Potocnik, the 
European Commissioner for Envi-
ronment, who says: “If we want to 
compete, we have to get the most out 
of our resources, and that means re-
cycling them back into productive 
use, not burying them into landfills 

as waste. Moving to a circular econ-
omy is not only possible, it is profit-
able, but that does not mean it will 
happen without the right policies.” 
One of the greatest strengths of the 
book, I believe, was that the solu-
tions were to be found not only in 
individual consumer behaviour 
(where weaker books seem to thrash 
around), but in good public policy. 
Boyd astutely maintains: 
“Governments need to protect and 
fulfill this right [the right to a 
healthy environment] by rigorously 
implementing and enforcing strong 
environmental laws and policies, 
using taxes and fees to make pollut-
ers pay, accelerating the shift to re-
newable energy, replacing environ-
mental hazards with safe substi-
tutes , applying the precautionary 
principle, and ensuring that environ-
mental benefits and burdens are 
fairly shared” (p.192).  
 
Boyd concludes that “The optimis-
tic environmentalist’s message to 
the world is that we can do bet-
ter”  (p.202). This book is designed 
to help us see that truth.  
 
The Optimist Environmentalist is 
well written, interesting, and 
achieves its goal of supporting au-
thentic hope while acknowledging 
the challenges. It neither paralyzes 
with fear, nor 
does it lull into 
complacency. 
The word I might 
use is pragmatic 
- we can do bet-
ter, but we need 
the public policy 
to advance posi-
tive change. 
 

The Optimistic Environmentalist:  
Progressing Towards a Greener Future 
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