Political Leadership Needed to Tackle Energy Cost Issues

The price of energy is a hot political topic in Nova Scotia.  Lower median incomes, larger rural populations and relatively higher energy prices create this tense political environment.

We’ve heard the term “heat or eat” but the impacts are much bigger than this.  In April 2008, a New Brunswick man died of organ failure after his power was disconnected for non-payment, and he continued to live in his unheated home.  While there haven’t been any deaths in Nova Scotia linked to unaffordable energy, there were 2100 disconnections in 2005.  Members of the Affordable Energy Coalition have worked with Nova Scotians who cut back on their medications to pay their heating bills, or who consider giving their children up because they’re living in the dark.  

What is on the horizon?  CIBC World Markets has predicted that oil prices will double from US$100 a barrel towards US$200 by 2012.  We’re seeing record coal prices.  Solutions such as aggressive energy efficiency and renewable energy that can stabilize energy prices over the long-term require upfront investments from citizens through rates and taxes.

Unfortunately, energy consumers are at risk of ever-increasing prices because previous political leaders balked at making investments in alternative energy sources.  Unless you have your head in the sand, you know that global energy prices are increasing and you know that Nova Scotians could be some of the worst affected. 

These are serious issues that require serious, innovative, and shared solutions.  But instead of offering solutions, our political leaders are trying to one up each other in their exploitations of the public’s fears and vulnerabilities.  We hear that we need a tax cut for heat, a tax cut for lights, and a tax cut for gas.  

While these tax cuts might make everyone feel good for awhile, they are not going to help Nova Scotians in their pocketbooks for very long.  In reality, each tax cut further constraints the province’s ability to provide solutions that could really help.  Our political leaders have rejected foresight and chosen opportunism, leaving citizens left choosing between which tax cuts we should take to sedate ourselves in our vulnerable state of affairs.

For those who are interested in delivering sustainable and affordable energy to Nova Scotia we propose asking the following questions to our political leaders.

The first question is if our politicians will have a serious dialogue about energy affordability with the public.  Will they stop pretending you can break basic laws of public finance by asking for tax cuts and energy assistance programs at the same time?  Will they answer how we can tackle issues such as climate change and energy insecurity while providing affordable energy?  To solve these serious problems the government will need to initiate new projects instead of further abdicating its responsibility by jettisoning revenue sources.

The second question is if our political leaders will make energy efficiency services and public transportation available to everyone, especially those in low-incomes.  Large public subsidies have gone into ensuring that it is easy to fill up our gas tanks and turn on our lights.  We need to build similar infrastructure for rural and urban public transportation.  Similar infrastructure must ensure everyone has the opportunities to cut their bills by 30%-40% or more, through insulation upgrades, efficient lighting and appliances, new heating systems, and on-site renewable energy.  Housing and transport efficiency is the energy source that is most needed by Nova Scotians and the province has chosen to underfund it in its latest budget.

The third question is if our political leaders will guarantee a reasonable amount of energy for every Nova Scotian as a human right.  Canada ratified the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights which states that everyone has a right to an adequate standard of living, including adequate food, clothing and housing.  

Energy as a right does not mean throwing around $200 here and there through tax cuts or through programs announced at the last minute.  Rather than arguing about whether necessities should be taxed, our leaders must ensure basic necessities are actually delivered.  Providing energy as a human right requires the collection of more revenue instead of less.  It will require a long-term funding source instead of programs vulnerable to fickle political priorities.

We suggest that ensuring energy as right means no Nova Scotian with reasonable consumption levels should spend more than 6% of their income on heating, lighting and appliances.  Guaranteeing this right means a well thought-out strategy that combines higher incomes, lower energy usage through aggressive energy efficiency, and monetary credits directly placed onto bills for those who are energy poor.  This is a practical and proven policy that establishes a universal principle of energy affordability.

These three questions highlight the real energy affordability issues in Nova Scotia.   We don’t know if affordable energy can be an area where real political leadership is shown.  But as citizens we should be demanding it.
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