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By the First World War, coal mining was booming in Alberta. The small
town of Nordegg boomed right along with it.

The town, on the eastern slope of the Rockies, was a flourishing mining
hub — it had a hospital, churches, stores, homes and a red-light district.

These paragraphs provide key
information that sets the scene
for the story: historical
background, what's at stake,
and the conflict.

Or, rather, it does for now.




Coal-fired power is the main source of electricity in Alberta,
Saskatchewan and Nova Scotia, but rules introduced by the provincial
and federal governments have set a deadline to wind down the industry.

Under the new rules, all coal-fired power plants in Alberta will be
shuttered by 2029 — and with those will go the mines that dig up the
type of coal, known as “thermal” coal, that fuel them.

Many companies — to the initial surprise of workers — have elected to
shutter their operations (or switch them to natural gas, which requires far
fewer employees) even sooner. Layoffs are already occurring.

And soon, in Alberta, there will be no more coal-fired electricity. And that
means some 2,000 people working in the industry will be out of a job.

The Narwhal met with coal miners from the Highvale Mine — owned by
TransAlta — near Wabamun at their union hall to talk about the
transition.

As one miner — fearful of having to seek work out of town — put it, “[My
kids] say ‘where are you going to go, dad? | don’t want you to leave, dad.’
What do | tell my kids?”

“I honestly don’t know what to say to them.”
The question of how to support workers in an industry that’s winding

down is a big one as the world undergoes what economist Jeremy Rifkin
calls the Third Industrial Revolution.

But as it turns out, it will be over a whole lot sooner than that.

Helpful historical connections
that begin to provide context.

Highlighting the diverse
responses to "the coming end."

This helps explain the
complexity of the issue.




‘Unintended consequences’

The United Steelworkers Local 1595 gathers in a hall on Main Street in
the village of Wabamun, population 682. The hall is between the credit
union and the grocery store, across from the bottle depot. The village
office is just down the road. The road ends abruptly to the south, and the
glassy surface of Lake Wabamun occupies the bulk of the horizon, along
with the stacks of coal-fired power plants on the opposite shore.

Inside the hall, there are samples of coal — lacquered so they’re not dusty
to the touch — and memorabilia from coal-mining days of yore. Posters
advertise safety in the workplace, and a stack of brochures sits on a desk
by the computer. “Getting it Right,” they're titled. “A Just Transition
Strategy for Alberta’s Coal Workers.”

There’s no denying the collective spirit as the members gather for a
meeting. 47-year-old Martin Tinney is in the hall’s kitchen, making
hamburgers. He laments that he used up the rest of the wild game he
brought the night before.

The miners are gathered for a meeting to discuss typical union business
— preparing grievances and so on — but a larger issue hangs over all of
their discussions. In the not-so-distant future, there won’t be a coal mine
and there won't be any more jobs.

Roy Milne is the local’s president and has worked in the mine since 1983.
He's wearing a clearly identifying shirt — “coalminer and proud to be,” it
says in bold black letters in front of a crest of sorts — a coalminer’s
helmet, pick and shovel.

A statement like this can
generate curiosity among
readers.

Describing the diversity that
exists among union members:
they are not all the same!




‘They've set their roots there’

The transition program Milne is referring to is the Coal Workforce
Transition Program, set up by the Government of Alberta — it involves a
$40-million fund, funded by the carbon tax, for communities and workers
affected by the phase-out.

Older workers are eligible to receive 75 per cent of their previous
earnings during a bridge period between their lay-off date and their
retirement, though very few workers meet the criteria.

In a statement, Minister of Labour Christina Gray told The Narwhal, “We
know that some workers have had concerns with accessing some these
programs, we share their concerns, and we're working to fix them.”

“We've got these workers’ backs and we're going to keep working to
ensure that they get the support the need.”

Laid-off workers are also eligible to receive 75 per cent of their previous
earnings while they look for new jobs (other workers who receive
employment insurance are paid 55 per cent of their weekly earnings).

But critics say finding a new job isn’t easy in a small community, and one
workforce can’t simply be reallocated to a new industry overnight.

Some workers told The Narwhal they felt left behind by their employer,
TransAlta — and were upset at what they describe as company’s eager
shift to natural gas — and its dramatic reduction in the workforce.
TransAlta told The Narwhal it was “unfortunately not able to facilitate a
phone interview at this time,” and instead answered questions by e-mail.

"Good intentions" and yet,
"unintended consequences,"
explicitly acknowledges the
complexity of this issue.

An example of one of the
"unintended consequences."




The company said it is “committed to treating our employees with dignity
and respect,” and acknowledged its workforce will be “much leaner” in
the future.

Those coming layoffs are what workers are anticipating, as soon as early
2019.

The quote explains that there
are real, personal challenges
behind the seemingly black and
white (environment vs.
economy) conflict.

Pye noted that United Utility Workers’ Association has been happy with
the NDP government’s response to the coal phase-out. “The
government’s done a great job on these programs,” he told The Narwhal.
“It's the best in the country, but no program is perfect.”

Not the first time

A strong example of widening
the lens and examining the
current issue in Alberta from a
historical perspective. This
helps readers to make sense of
the surrounding issues.

The transition program offered by the government was minimal —
provided for by the Coal Miners Rehabilitation Act of 1954 — offering
assistance only to miners who found a job elsewhere and needed help
with moving expenses. Miners without families, Langford says, were
given a bus ticket.

“The provincial government basically said if you can find a job anywhere
— between the Great Lakes and the Pacific Ocean — we’ll move you
there,” Langford told The Narwhal.




The rapid transition, Langford said, “led to small towns becoming ghost
towns.”

‘Expected to retire here’

Tinney's family farm — they raised cattle and grew cereal crops — was

right next to the coal mine. “Four generations this land has been in our
family...right on the edge of the mine,” he says. “They’d blast all the time
and our house would shake...That’s just the way it is.” He still farms land
adjacent to the mine, and has worked in the mine for nearly 11 years.

“I've run 30 pieces of equipment at the mine...Anywhere from a little
rubber-tire hoe to the big shovels to the big backhoes, the little
backhoes, the heavy haulers, all the trucks, wheel dozers, the drills.”

Tinney, like many other miners, thought he had signed up for a job that
would carry him through to the end of his career.

‘Obviously mines don’t operate forever’

Langford, the sociologist, points out that mines were never intended to
operate forever — it’s antithetical to the whole concept. “Across the
country, miners face the same problem whenever mines close,” he says.

More historical insights that
provide context when
exploring the current issue.

This kind of personal narrative
is sometimes omitted or
intentionally ignored and yet, it
provides a sense of
understanding of the real-life
conflict associated with the
coal phase-out for one miner.

A quote that further explains
the dilemma felt by this coal
miner.




“It seemed like coal-fired generation would continue forever,” Langford
says.

But for many miners, there was a misleading promise of a secure job —
and the end is coming far too quickly. The Alberta Federation of Labour
has laid out the miners’ concerns:

“The phase-out of coal-fired electricity generation is being justified as a
necessary decision to address the serious societal issue of climate
change. When addressing a societal issue that will impose costs, it is
unfair to download those costs on a single segment of society of
individuals, in this case, workers within the coal-fired electricity sector.
After all, these workers are not responsible for the emissions and air-
quality problems associated with their workplaces.”

Langford supports the Alberta Government’s Coal Workforce Transition
Program, noting it’s “a model for this sort of economic change.”

Background information and
data that explains the multi-
faceted complexities of the
issue.

Readers learn about another
perspective on the coal phase-
out.




58 per cent decline in tax revenue

Including a third party's point
of view helps to contextualize
the broader picture and its
direct and indirect
stakeholders.

“If coal’s off the table, we want something to be done for communities
and the workers,” Smylie said, adding that the community is grateful for a
coal transition grant they received from the Alberta government, for just
under $350,000.

Smylie is hopeful that Wabamun can take advantage of the large lake it’s
built on, and encourage tourism as a backbone for the local economy.

The conundrum, she says, is that “coal workers aren’t going to open up an
ice cream shop.” Those high-paying jobs, she added, just aren’t going to
be replaced.

‘Paying these guys to get me out of a job’

At the union hall, some miners told The Narwhal they're concerned with
the discrepancy between the amount of money available to workers and
the amount available to the companies being paid out to shutter their
coal-fired operations.

“The government is paying all this money to big companies — our
money,” says 59-year-old Mosa (Mo) Marji, who has been an industrial
mechanic at the mine for eight years. “We're paying these guys to get me
out of a job.”

Marji is referring to the more than $1 billion over 14 years that the
provincial government has committed to paying coal power producers in
compensation for ending contracts for coal-fired electricity and as
incentives to switch to natural gas.




A personal perspective that
further complicates the
narrative.

But Austin is adamant that miners shouldn’t be criticized for wanting to
keep good-paying jobs. Miners can expect to start at about $26/hour,
and quickly jump to $33/hour or more. Certified tradespeople (welders,
millwrights, electricians) make $47/hour.

The journalist captures the
source's motivations, interests,
and values - not just his
position.

‘Didn’t need your high school diploma’

Debbie Labrecque, 50, thought for sure she'd retire at the mine. “I never
thought I'd leave,” she told The Narwhal.

Here, and in the following
supporting paragraphs, the
reader learns about other
personal stories directly
affected by this move.




She ended up meeting her now-husband, Mike, at the mine. He's been at
the mine for 12 years, and like many others, never finished high school.
“Way back in the day you didn't need your high school diploma,”
Labrecque explains. “So he went straight into mining.”

Getting his GED, the equivalent to a high school diploma for adult
learners, is now “on his bucket list,” says Labrecque.

As for herself, she’s not sure. “I'll probably get something a little more
stable...a more mundane, boring lifestyle,” she says, laughing. “I'm middle

aged, I'm 50, so I'm not as employable as most.”

“Me, at my age?” she says. “I really don't want to go back to school full-
time. Like, oh my gosh.”

Either way, she says, “the biggest concern [about finding a new job] is the
money.”

“As a woman I'm not going to make the money I'm making here.”
Erin Lampreau didn't finish high school either.

“My thought was you go to school so you get a good job,” he says, “but |

thought ‘I've got a good job." ” Lampreau got a job in the oilpatch when
he was a teenager. His story is not unfamiliar in Alberta, where many
young people go straight into high-paying resource-sector jobs.

Lampreau is a heavy equipment operator in the mine — he’s been
operating large trucks that are “about the size of a house,” since 2010. “|
thought for sure I'd retire at the mine,” he says.

‘It's your health’

Lampreau isn’t just thinking about what job he might get in the future.
He's also worried about the potential health effects of his job, especially
once he’s laid off and no longer has access to employer health benefits.
“It’s not just a job and a pay cheque,” he says. “It's your health.”

An example of embracing the
complexity of the source. The
journalist shows how one's
perspective can shift with time,
and why.




“l like my job but | also know that it’s really harmful.”

According to the Pembina Institute, phasing out of coal-fired power by
2030 will mean 1,008 fewer premature deaths in Canada between 2015
and 2035 — the vast majority of which are attributed to the Prairies —
and 871 fewer visits to the emergency room.

Clean coal?

According to the U.S. Energy Information Administration, coal-fired
power plants are a major source of fine particulate matter, sulphur
dioxide, nitrogen oxides, ground-level ozone and heavy metals like
mercury — long-term exposure to the latter can cause respiratory issues
or problems with the development of children’s nervous systems.

Coal-fired power is the source of 37 per cent of Alberta’s mercury
emissions and more than 40 per cent of provincial sulphur dioxide
emission, which is a major air pollutant and has been linked to possible
increases in mortality with long-term exposure (short-term exposure to
high levels can also be life threatening).

This is another example of
embracing complexity rather
than seeking simplicity in the
reporting. We learn here how
those presumably on the "same
side" can also disagree, in
particular, when an issue gets
personal, such as impacting
one's health.

These quotes reveal the
internal conflict and mixed
emotions felt by the source.




Some miners point to newer facilities as evidence that the industry has
the potential to operate in a cleaner way, a point Pembina also
acknowledges: “Newer coal units...are equipped with pollution control
technology for [sulphur dioxide, nitrogen oxides] that significantly
reduces these pollutants.”

Instead of paying companies to get rid of coal entirely by 2030, some
miners wonder why the government couldn’t invest in technologies to
clean up coal mining, and shut down only the older plants first.

For example, at the Keephills 2 facility in Wabamun, TransAlta says 60
per cent of mercury is recovered when coal is burned. And Keephills 3 is
one of Canada’s “cleanest coal-fired facilities,” according to TransAlta,
which reports greenhouse gas emissions are lower than conventional coal
plants — a reduction that the Pembina Institute describes as “slightly less”
emissions — and still far more than natural gas or renewables.

According to the Pembina Institute, coal-fired power plants still emit
more than twice the carbon pollution per unit of power generated, when
compared to natural gas. And new reports have suggested that building
new wind and solar projects is cheaper than continuing to run coal plants.

These statements reemphasize
that the problem and potential
responses are complex - that
there are a multitude of ideas
to consider and that it is not a
clear-cut issue.

The rest of the world




Some of these facilities, Burke noted, closed with only six-months notice
to workers and communities, prompting a new rule that requires three-
years’ notice before a closure.

Australia isn't alone in decreasing its reliance on coal power, though other
countries are legislating the decline.

Last year, 19 countries, led in part by Canada, agreed to phase out coal —
including the United Kingdom, France and Mexico, among others. The
South Korean province of Chungnam — which has nearly twice the coal-
fired electrical generating capacity of all of Canada — joined the
agreement this fall. The Powering Past Coal Alliance now has 75
members, including 47 regional and national governments.

But regardless of the different approaches taken around the world, the
provincial and federal governments in Canada have been clear — coal-

fired electricity is over.

‘I value our environment’

There’s little doubt that phasing out coal is contentious in Alberta — and
there are many mixed feelings about the best way forward. For some, it’s
a no-brainer — switch to cleaner sources of energy as soon as possible.
Others wonder why smaller steps can’t be taken, why their jobs are on
the line.

By looking at this issue from
different geographic
perspectives, the journalist
widens the lens for readers to
help put the story into context.

Another example of embracing
complexity by sharing the
source's mixed feelings and
complicated understanding of
the given conflict.




He wants to see coal continue to be used, but advocates for investment
in improved technology. “If we're using something that’s polluting our
environment, we should try to find the best technology available to clean
it up.”

Either way, he's in the same dilemma as the rest of his coworkers, as
coal-fired electricity is on the way out in Canada.

What to do next? Yes, there are jobs in renewable energy, he says — but
not in Wabamun, and from what he’s heard, they don’t pay half as well.

Mariji is near retirement, so his current idea is to start up a horse-training
business on his land, 10 kilometres from the mine, where he lives with
his wife. He'd like to run summer horse courses for kids at camp.

Based on his seniority, he estimates he has nine months of work left,
maybe a year. “I'm not really sure.”

“If | really want to, | can get another job. | have my tools, | have my
certificate.” That's different from many of his coworkers, he says, who
have worked in the mine all their lives.

It's them he's really worried about.

Editor’s note, June 2019: Some links to Government of Alberta websites in
this article were updated to reflect changes to the government website that
were made following the election of the United Conservative Party in April
2019. In instances when content on the government’s websites changed
substantially, archived links have been substituted, using the Wayback
Machine.




