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Abstract 
 

This thesis analyses the introduction of radical neoliberal electricity policy changes in 

the Canadian province of British Columbia from 2001 to 2011.  The thesis utilises the 

framework of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ and applies a class perspective as a contribution 

to the existing body of scholarship that addresses the new electricity policy. 

By employing the framework of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’, the thesis highlights 

the diverse nature, or the variegation, of neoliberalism.  The distinctive character of the 

Liberal government’s neoliberal electricity policy reflects how privatisation and 

marketisation, although common features of the neoliberal approach, take on their own form 

in each jurisdiction.  This project reveals key economic, social and political factors that played 

a crucial role in the formation and implementation of the new electricity policy including 

contestation, class and the role of the British Columbia state.  It is shown how the unique 

character of the new British Columbia electricity policy reflected a ‘path-dependency’ of pre-

existing factors in the British Columbia political-social-economic context that the provincial 

Liberal government needed to navigate in introducing its policy changes.  One main outcome, 

different from other jurisdictions, was that the public utility, BC Hydro, was kept as a crown 

corporation, although a vastly reduced organisation due to the impact of privatisation and 

marketisation. 

In addition, this case study reveals that there are often disparities between the theory 

and practice of neoliberalism, between what actually occurs with the introduction of 

neoliberal policy and the principles of neoliberal theory and ideology.  Two main 

contradictions exposed in this case study are the substantial degree of reregulation that 

occurred, rather than deregulation, and the large extent of government intervention, rather 
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than ‘small’ government.  The new private power sector in British Columbia was dependent 

on rigorous state intervention in order to be profitable, a situation of marketisation of the 

power system that led to heavy state subsidisation of the private power sector. 

An important component of this regional case study is the inclusion of the micro-case, 

‘Ashlu Creek’.  This smaller scale study enables a deeper analysis of the new regional-level 

neoliberal electricity policy by focusing on the impact of the policy at a local government and 

community level.  ‘Ashlu Creek’ brings to light how resistance, an often over-looked part of 

neoliberalism in practice, exposed the coercive arm of the state, used to enforce a neoliberal 

policy regime.  This local case study helps illuminate the economic and political forces that 

determined the Liberal government’s successful enforcement of its new electricity policy and 

the class interests that were served. 

Overall, the thesis uses a regional example of actually existing neoliberalism to show 

that neoliberalism is diverse in practice due to place-specific factors and cannot be fully 

understood without class power relations being exposed.  The actions of the Liberal 

government demonstrate how a neoliberalised state changes the complexion of society, 

increasingly favouring capital interests at the expense of other classes and interests and at 

the expense of the public good. 
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CHAPTER ONE - INTRODUCTION 
 

 

Part I   Background 
 

Topic 
 

While residing in British Columbia, Canada in the 2000’s I became aware of a 

shift in provincial government policy regarding the publicly owned and operated 

electricity utility, BC Hydro.  In 2001, the newly formed centre-right Liberal Party had 

been elected to power.  Enjoying a land-slide victory at the expense of the previously 

governing social democrat party, the New Democrats, the Liberal government rapidly 

began implementing a radical neoliberal agenda contrary to promises it had made in 

pre-election campaigning that it would not privatise certain public assets and services.  

Electricity was one of the main targets and by late 2002 a new energy plan had been 

released which contained significant privatisation and marketisation provisions for the 

public power system.  While the public corporation itself was to remain as an entity, 

though significantly altered, parts of the public utility, BC Hydro, were to be privatised. 

 It was perplexing and a concern to a growing number of British Columbians, 

including myself, as to why the new British Columbian Liberal government of the time 

would ‘tamper’ with what seemed to be a very viable and affordable source of power 

for the province.  Along with thousands of other British Columbian citizens, I was 

signatory to a class action petition to challenge the legality of the Liberal government’s 

policy changes.  This experience was a significant factor that led to the research 

project undertaken here. 
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The purpose of this research project is to investigate the impact of neoliberal 

forces on regional policy making.  In particular, the goal is to critically examine the role 

of neoliberal theory on actual policy outcomes through an investigation of resource 

policy development in a case study of electricity policy in British Columbia (Canada) in 

the early twenty-first century.  Examining and drawing conclusions from a particular 

regional-level case study of neoliberal policy provides implications for understanding 

neoliberalism and neoliberal policy at a general level.  

  

Neoliberalism 
 

British Columbia, similar to many other jurisdictions, has been subjected to a 

world-wide phenomenon of global-neoliberalism.  Over the last thirty-to-forty year 

period of globalisation which has witnessed a rapid global integration of capital, 

production and markets, there has been growing pressure on regional1 states from 

economic and political sources to adopt a neoliberal approach to policy formulation.  

Neoliberalism has been a fundamental part of the enveloping development of 

globalisation.  To varying degrees, governments have adopted such a policy approach 

which has included core components such as deregulation and privatisation.  One 

prime example of neoliberal policy adopted by certain states has been the 

privatisation of essential services, for example, electricity.  Generally, the neoliberal 

                                                           
1 The term ‘region’/’regional’ has come to mean different geographic units: an international area such 

as the Pacific region which includes countries bordering on the Pacific Ocean; an area within a country 

such as a province of Canada or a state of Australia; and also a sub-area of a province or state.  

For the purposes of this project, the term ‘regional’ will normally be used to refer to a sub-nation unit of 

a nation, in this case, a province of Canada. 
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method of policy has involved a shifting of policy to capital interests away from social 

policy.  

Much has been written on neoliberalism since it began to take root in the 

1970s in jurisdictions across the world, particularly in western countries.  As reflected 

in the critical literature published since the 1970s and 1980s, it has been a challenge 

for researchers to understand the profound impact of neoliberalism on government 

policy-making.  The ground has been moving both in terms of the form and content of 

neoliberal policy and the research and analysis that attempts to keep up with the 

always evolving policy.  The definition of neoliberalism has been hotly debated in 

academic circles and reflecting the contentiousness of the term and the slippery 

nature of neoliberalism, Neil Brenner, Jamie Peck and Nick Theodore have adopted the 

term ‘rascal’ to refer to neoliberalism.   

In Chapter Two, Theoretical Themes, a review of certain political economy 

literature regarding the nature of neoliberalism shows that some analysts view 

globalisation and neoliberalism as the current stage of the capitalist mode of 

production.  In his examination of the economic and political phenomenon of 

globalisation Gary Teeple contends that globalisation evolved out of nation-state 

based capitalism and is the basis of neoliberal policy (Teeple, 2000).  This project 

concurs with that characterisation, that globalisation is largely an economic force that 

has been an evolving stage of capitalism since the late-1960s/early-1970s.  In order to 

best understand neoliberalism, it is necessary to understand that neoliberalism is one 

of the (significant) manifestations of globalisation as the latest stage of capitalism.  In 

its latest stage, capital has been seeking new solutions in its quest for enhancing profit 

with the post-Second World War Keynesian contract becoming a fading proposition.   
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New forms of technology, particularly IT, have played a critical role (Teeple, 2000) and 

at the policy level neoliberalism has been essential.  

Other authors reviewed in Chapter Two claim that neoliberalism can be viewed 

from varying vantage points.  In his book, The End of Laissez-faire?: On the Durability 

of Embeddedness, Damien Cahill emphasises three key ways, which are ‘distinct but 

related’, that neoliberalism becomes embedded in society ‘in class relations, 

institutions and ideological norms’.  Included in Cahill’s interpretation is the view, 

similar to that of Teeple, that neoliberalism is a stage of capitalism and needing the 

role of the state as did previous stages of capitalism.  Neoliberal policy stems from 

materialist needs, economic drivers, not normative neoliberal ideas, although these 

ideas have some influence (Cahill, 2014).  Institutions and social relations that had 

become barriers to accumulation by 1970s were dismantled particularly '… weakening 

the power of organised labour, legally expanding the scope of capital to enforce its 

prerogatives within the workplace, expanding the sphere of commodification and 

removing barriers to the global circulation of finance and production of value' 

(Cahill,2014:104-105).  This three-way approach by Cahill to neoliberalism is adopted 

for this project as being the most useful in understanding the phenomenon of 

neoliberalism.  This project takes the view that the structural class nature of capitalism 

has been changing as globalisation has evolved.  Concomitantly, the capitalist class’ 

needs have been shifting which have brought new pressures to bear on states.  This is 

a key part of the impact of neoliberalism and states responding with changing 

regulatory regimes. 
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Rationale  
 

What has become clear in the evolving analysis of neoliberalism, emerging 

since the turn of the twenty-first century, is that it is imperative to examine neoliberal 

policy at the local level.  There is consensus in a stream of critical literature on 

neoliberal policy that neoliberalism can only be understood by examining from where 

the policy has emerged, that is, by studying geographic cases of neoliberal policy.  

Theorists of neoliberalism, such as Jamie Peck, Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore, stress 

the importance of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’, that in order to understand the 

essence of the neoliberalisation of policy it is critical to study actual cases of neoliberal 

policy.  This position is based on the premise that real neoliberal policy is place- and 

time-specific due to the legacy of specific economic, social and political factors in each 

temporal-spatial situation.  While neoliberalism and globalism are world-wide there 

are distinct features of these global phenomena at the local, regional level.  The region 

has its own political, economic and social landscape which interplays with new policy 

ideas to create region-specific neoliberal regulation.  Although there is a general 

phenomenon of neoliberalisation occurring which exhibits some recurring features, at 

the same time there is variegation in the neoliberalisation process; each location in 

each case has its own hybrid regulation regime due to its pre-existing political 

economy.  Neoliberalism is a utopian concept, an ideal that exists as an ideology.  

Actual neoliberalism occurs in a ‘rolling process’, which at best can be cast in 

typologies of neoliberalism none of which match the theoretical ideal (Jamie Peck, 

interview 2014). 

This project illustrates the ‘variegated neoliberalism’ process that Jamie Peck, 

Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore and others emphasise in their theoretical writings on 
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neoliberal policy.  The case study of electricity policy in British Columbia demonstrates 

the diversity of neoliberalism revealing the distinctiveness of the province’s neoliberal-

style electricity policy.  While there has been excellent scholarship focusing on the 

Liberal government’s radical new electricity policy in the 2000’s this project provides a 

broader context, and therefore, deeper understanding of the Liberal government’s 

policy.  The case study of a particular area of regional policy is placed in a more 

extensive framework of globalism and neoliberalisation, enhancing comprehension of 

the Liberal Party’s specific electricity policy while simultaneously increasing 

understanding of neoliberalisation at the global level.  As Michel Aglietta wrote in his 

treatise on the capitalist mode of regulation, theory is not set in stone and is altered in 

a dialectical method process of reading facts.  He also emphasised that the economy 

comprises social relations, social groups, which are fluid, that there is a need to 

understand that the economy is not a fixed system of individuals (Aglietta, 1987:13-

17).  The neoliberal case study of this project, then, will reflect the state of class 

relations at a particular point in British Columbia, part of the local set of political-

economic factors but also reflecting dynamics at the global level.  

The main research question of this project is: what has been the impact of 

neoliberalism on regional resource policy formation and, in particular, what has been 

the impact of neoliberalism on electricity policy in British Columbia in the 2000s?  The 

main hypothesis of the project, derived from an analysis of existing literature, is that 

generally there has been a pervasive influence of the doctrine of neoliberalism on 

policy formation in jurisdictions world-wide although in varied forms. 

As already noted, an important theme emerging in the political economy 

analysis of neoliberalism is the variegation of neoliberalism.  While there are universal 
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features or patterns across market-oriented policies, there is also differentiation owing 

to distinct economic, political and social factors at the local level.  Therefore, a key 

hypothesis for this project is that the new neoliberal-style electricity policy of the 

2000s in British Columbia will be significantly unique.   

A further critical conclusion in the political economy literature on neoliberal 

policy is that there is a disjunction between the theory and practice of neoliberalism.  

It has been found that although neoliberal theory promotes small government, in 

practice governments remain actively interventionist.  Further, neoliberal ideology 

advocates deregulation while actual policy shows that it is most often a case of 

reregulation.  Additional research questions for this project then, are: to what extent 

was the British Columbia state interventionist in establishing its radical new market-

style electricity policy; and to what degree did the state play a regulatory role, that is, 

reregulate electricity policy rather than deregulating it?  This project hypothesises that 

the British Columbia state played a key interventionist role in the implementation of 

its new electricity policy in the 2000s and reregulated rather than deregulating in 

creating a new electricity regulatory regime. 

A key component of this case study is the role contestation played with the 

Liberal government’s introduction of market-style electricity policy.  A recurring 

argument in the political economy literature on neoliberalism is that there will be 

tensions as a result of new and established socio-economic-political forces coming 

together in the process of neoliberal policy being introduced and implemented.  The 

British Columbia case study provides an opportunity to test this claim in the literature 

of tensions both at the provincial level and local level with the micro-case study of 

Ashlu Creek.  Contained in some of the literature is the associated argument that 
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democracy is compromised in neoliberalisation.  Wolfgang Streeck describes the 

situation as a clock ticking on democracy ‘as we have come to know it’ (Streeck, 

2014:5).  The case study’s findings and analysis help to throw light on the related 

issues of a shrinking public space, de-democratisation and social and political 

resistance that the literature argues is inherent in neoliberalisation.  The way in which 

the Liberal government dealt with resistance to its new electricity policy helps to 

deepen the understanding of the state in neoliberal times. 

This research project also adds to the understanding of the changing class 

structure and role of the state that occurs with the introduction of new neoliberal 

policy.  Some of the political economy literature on neoliberalism emphasises the 

impact neoliberal policy has on relative social and political power in a society and that 

the policy itself is a manifestation of the new social-economic-power differential 

taking place.  Drawing on the case study’s findings, analysis is made of the impetus and 

logic behind the significant interventionist role of a neoliberal-style state in forming 

new policy and how the state is shifting in the respective weight it gives to the 

traditional state functions of accumulation and legitimation.   

In Chapter Two, which reviews certain political economy literature on 

neoliberalism, there is an elaboration of research questions and hypotheses that arise 

out of the literature. 

 

Part II   Thesis Structure 
 

The thesis structure has been organised in a way to examine and answer the 

main research question of what is the impact of neoliberalism on regional resource 

policy, in particular, what the impact of neoliberalism was on the British Columbian 
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Liberal government’s new electricity policy in the 2000s.  In general, the literature on 

neoliberalism that is reviewed in Chapters Two (Theoretical Themes) and Three 

(History of Neoliberalism in British Columbia) is applied to the case study of electricity 

policy in British Columbia in the 2000s.  The actual case study of the emergence of a 

new, market-style electricity policy in British Columbia comprises the next four 

chapters (Chapters Four – Seven) followed by an overall conclusion (Chapter Eight) in 

which the implications of the findings of the case study are applied to the reviewed 

literature. 

The proceeding two chapters are in a particular sequence beginning with a 

review of the relevant literature and the research questions and hypotheses the 

literature raises in terms of investigating this project’s case of regional neoliberal 

policy.  These chapters canvass issues of what research exists on neoliberalism and 

what to explore to further the examination of neoliberal policy.  In exploring the 

literature on neoliberalism, it was apparent that most of the critical discussion on 

neoliberalism has been in the political economy tradition.  Given this, Chapter Two, 

Theoretical Themes, explores political economy writings on neoliberalism in general 

and the neoliberalisation of policy.    One conclusion of this chapter is that the 

literature has evolved over time particularly taking a marked turn at the beginning of 

the twenty-first century.  While actual neoliberal policy was changing with time, 

political economy analysis was also developing, the two trends being related. 

Some key themes arise out of the literature which guide the method and 

analysis adopted in this project’s case study.  The most important theme is the 

concept of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ which emphasises the need to examine 

actual neoliberal policy in order to understand neoliberal policy in practice in contrast 
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to neoliberal theory.  Every particular location has its own set of political-economic 

factors, a particular path dependency, that impacts on any new policy being 

introduced.  A related main theme emerging from the political economy literature is 

the notion of ‘variegated neoliberalisation’ which highlights the differentiation in 

neoliberal policy that occurs over time and across place due to specific local 

conditions.  The case study of British Columbia which is the focus of Chapters Four to 

Seven utilises each of these themes as a lens to investigate the new, neoliberal 

electricity policy in British Columbia of the 2000s. 

Chapter Three, The History of Neoliberalism in British Columbia, continues the 

survey of literature on neoliberalism, this time focussed on the emergence of 

neoliberalism in British Columbia being the regional location of the project’s case 

study.  This chapter reveals that in the early 1980s British Columbia was a veritable 

laboratory for neoliberalism in Canada and in some ways its early neoliberal policy was 

more austere than 1970s Thatcherite neoliberalism in England.  This backdrop of the 

province’s early neoliberal policy along with the following ‘softer’ era of policy making 

in the 1990s under social democrat governments were antecedents for the new 

market-style electricity policy that emerged in the 2000s.  

Chapter Four, Pre-Twentieth First Century Electricity Policy, provides an 

analysis of the historic development of electricity policy in British Columbia. The 

electricity industry originated in the private sector in the late-1800s before gradually 

being socialised in the years after the Second World War.  With the final public 

takeover of electricity in the early 1960s, BC Hydro, the province’s power utility, was 

established and charged with the responsibility of generation, transmission and 

distribution of the region’s power.  The state’s foresight for provincial economic and 
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societal building took predominance.  However, starting in the late-1980s with 

neoliberalism already taking strong root, the state began introducing market-style 

electricity policy.  In addition, national and international neoliberal influences 

regarding electricity policy began taking shape in the 1990s helping to set the scene 

for the radical neoliberal electricity policy changes of the 2000s. 

The following two chapters (Five and Six) are devoted to an analysis of the 

radical neoliberal electricity policy changes of the 2000s, the focus of this project.  In 

Chapter Five, Radical New Electricity Policy: Twenty First Century, the new market-

style electricity policy of the recently elected Liberal provincial government is 

examined.  The review begins with the new Energy plan of 2002 and ends with the 

government’s review of BC Hydro in 2011.  This case of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ 

is shown to have several unique features while, at the same time, reflecting some 

typical features of neoliberal policy found in other political jurisdictions. 

Chapter Six, Ashlu Creek: Contesting the New Electricity Policy, examines the 

Liberal government’s new electricity policy at a more local level, in the micro-case of 

Ashlu Creek.  This chapter illustrates a case of local government and community 

contesting the provincial government’s policy, identifying some political-economic 

factors that the Liberal government needed to negotiate in order to succeed with 

implementing its new policy. 

This example of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ in the case study of the British 

Columbia Liberal government’s new, market-style electricity policy in the 2000s is 

concluded in Chapter Seven.  The opening research question and hypothesis for the 

case study, arising out of the literature reviewed in Chapters Two and Three, are 

answered in respect to the impact of neoliberalism on the new electricity policy.  The 
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further, more specific, research questions and hypotheses in regards to neoliberal 

policy in practice rather than in theory, also derived from the reviewed literature, are 

applied to the case study’s findings and conclusions drawn. 

Chapter Eight extends the conclusions of the specific case study in the previous 

chapter to the overall implications of the findings for a deeper understanding of 

neoliberalism particularly in the regional context.  By drawing on the case of the 

Liberal government’s new electricity policy it is shown how this research project fills a 

gap identified in the neoliberal literature of insufficient attention to the role of the 

state in facilitating accumulation and class analysis.  In order to better understand the 

impact of neoliberalism on regional resource policy, a case of actually existing 

neoliberalism needs to be comprehended in terms of both its specific nature due to 

local conditions as well as its context of globalism and the broader trend of 

neoliberalism that bring to bear their influence on local circumstances.  There is an 

uncanny uniqueness about neoliberal policy due to the ability of neoliberalism to 

adapt to a variety of circumstances including potential barriers.  Further research 

potential will also be outlined which would continue this research project’s findings.   

 

Part II   Case Study 
 

This research project utilises a case study of changes to electricity policy in 

British Columbia as the main means of investigating the key research question of what 

the impact of neoliberalism has been on regional policy formation.  Contained within 

the case study of neoliberal electricity policy in British Columbia in the 2000s is a 

micro-case study which focuses on one area of British Columbia.  This smaller-scale 

study provides for a deeper understanding of the variegated quality of the new 
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provincial-level neoliberal policy.  The micro-case study is referred to as Ashlu Creek 

being the location of a planned private hydro-electricity plant that would ignite a 

significant local challenge to the new electricity policy. 

By choosing this example of neoliberal policy to examine this project provides 

the opportunity to test Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore’s claim of the ‘multifarious 

institutional forms’ of the ‘neoliberalisation processes’. 

From this perspective, an adequate understanding of contemporary 
neoliberalization processes requires not only a grasp of their politico-
ideological foundations but also, just as importantly, a systematic inquiry into 
their multifarious institutional forms, their developmental tendencies, their 
diverse sociopolitical effects, and their multiple contradictions (Brenner & 
Theodore, 2002:353). 
 

The overall case study affords an opportunity to demonstrate the fluidity and 

adaptability of neoliberalism.  As Jamie Peck has referred to neoliberalism, it is a 

‘rolling process’ and always a ‘parasite’ on the pre-existing political economy of the 

location (Jamie Peck, interview 2014).  Through the project’s case study including the 

Ashlu Creek micro-case study, a specific example of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ is 

exposed to demonstrate the variegation of neoliberalism and its non-monolithic 

nature.  In general, the case study is a lens for critically examining recent neoliberal 

policy, helping to understand neoliberal and global forces on the region for resource 

policy change and the region’s response.  The case study method shows the particular 

dynamics of a specific neoliberal policy situation, what dynamics are actually at work 

in a real situation.  The findings of the case study can then be measured against the 

literature on neoliberalism and how this case study can contribute to this scholarship.  

There is both a need to utilise a case study method of actual neoliberal policy to 
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expand the theoretical understanding of neoliberalism and the need to apply a certain 

methodology within the case study to expose the particularities of each case. 

The case study covers a time period from 2001 to 2011. The Liberal 

government’s radical new electricity policy began in earnest in 2001 shortly after the 

Liberal Party was elected to power in May that year.  After successive waves of new 

neoliberal electricity policy a government review was undertaken of BC Hydro in 2011 

in response to the utility’s financial dilemma which had led it to seek vast rate 

increases.  

 

Case Study Background 
 

British Columbia is one of the constituent provinces of Canada, a nation state 

comprising a number of relatively independent jurisdictions of ten provinces and three 

territories each with its own government but bound together under Canada’s 

constitution of confederation.  Governing rights and obligations are assigned via the 

constitution to the respective federal and provincial/territory levels with electricity, 

the resource under examination in this study, being the responsibility of the provinces 

for the most part.  British Columbia is the jurisdiction of focus in this case study but 

will also be placed in its national and international context as electricity policy at these 

two broader levels impinge on electricity policy in British Columbia. 

British Columbia, situated on the west coast of Canada, is roughly 13 percent of 

Canada’s population and economy.  In 2017 it had a population of nearly 4.7 million 

and its GDP in 2016 was CAD$249,981 million2 (World Population Review; Government 

of British Columbia, 2017).  British Columbia’s economy draws strongly on its natural 

                                                           
2 CAD = Canadian dollar 
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resource sector which includes forestry, mining, oil and gas, and agriculture.  Other 

important sectors of the economy are tourism, financial services, real estate, high 

technology and biotechnology, and film products.  Most of the province’s exports are 

to the U.S. just over the border amounting to 54.3 percent in 2016 (Government of 

British Columbia, 2016).  

In its historical growth as a viable economy and society, a reliable and 

affordable electricity supply became a vital input in the development of British 

Columbia’s natural resource wealth.  However, the beginning of the twenty first 

century saw a dramatic neoliberal shift in electricity policy in British Columbia from 

that which had become entrenched in the previous forty years under an essentially 

nationalised electricity system.  This change was a stark turn but not unrelated to 

neoliberal-type policy changes that had begun in the late-1980s.  The cumulative 

effect of the policy changes which started in 2001 and continued over the next ten 

years would amount to a major transformation of BC Hydro, the public corporation 

mandated in 1962 with the responsibility of the generation, transmission and 

distribution of electricity in BC.  This public electricity system became more and more 

a private complex. 

 

Interviews 
 

As part of the case study, fieldwork was carried out in British Columbia for both 

the broader case study and the micro-level case of Ashlu Creek.  Semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with personnel representing key stakeholder groups 

relating to the case study.  These included a representative of the provincial Liberal 

government department with oversight for electricity in British Columbia, 
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representatives of BC Hydro, the public utility, a representative of the Squamish-

Lillooet Regional District that is responsible for local government decisions in the Ashlu 

Creek area, representatives of the private energy sector including Ledcor which 

proposed the private hydro plant at Ashlu Creek, and finally representatives of 

community groups concerned about the province’s new electricity policy.  The 

community groups comprised the union representing employees working in the 

electricity sector and Western Wilderness, an environmental organisation.  Both of 

these community groups were involved in mounting campaigns in opposition to the 

new electricity policy. 

In addition to meeting with stakeholder group representatives, interviews were 

also conducted with selected academic researchers who specialise in electricity policy 

in British Columbia, particularly the recent Liberal government’s neoliberal electricity 

policy change.  Their extensive research is contained in a number of publications that 

are, likewise, drawn on for this project.  Some of these researchers were actively 

involved in efforts to raise awareness in the broad community of the new, neoliberal 

electricity policy changes. 

The objective of these interviews was to elicit information about recent 

changes in the Liberal government’s regional electricity policy and their impact, 

particularly that which was not available from websites, literature or other 

documentary sources.  The interviews augmented the literature reviewed, aimed at 

obtaining further data for a rich, diverse and more balanced base of information that 

would not be available through the literature or other documentary sources.   

The interviews were particularly revealing when it came to meeting with 

representatives of BC Hydro.  The original plan of interviews had not included meeting 
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with BC Hydro personnel.  These interviews only came about fortuitously.  An 

assumption was made that BC Hydro being an agency (public corporation) of the 

provincial government was an integral component of the government in respect to the 

case study, part of the British Columbia government stakeholder.  At an interview with 

a specialist researcher on the British Columbia electricity sector, who had also been an 

employee as an engineer with BC Hydro, an offer was made by the interviewee to 

facilitate setting up an interview with an-ex BC Hydro-colleague; he would send an e-

mail to his ex-colleague introducing me.  The interview proved to be very productive 

and ended up snow-balling into several more interviews with other BC Hydro 

personnel.  With the interviews it became apparent that some senior staff at BC Hydro 

were very critical of the new Liberal electricity policy although officially the utility 

presented an appearance of agreeing with the government’s policy, particularly since 

it was charged with the responsibility of implementing the government’s new policy.  

The interviews provided some critical rich data and significantly contributed to analysis 

for the case study.   One main contribution is that these interviews enhanced the 

understanding and analysis of the British Columbia state, showing that it is not 

monolithic but has tensions and contradictions.  The interviews revealed that in a 

sense BC Hydro is a separate entity in the state and in a way could be viewed as a 

separate stakeholder for the case study.  

    

Political-economy  
 

The general approach taken in this research project to examine the impact of 

neoliberalism on regional policy formation is that of political economy.  The value of a 

political economy method is that it is holistic and takes an inter-disciplinary approach 
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drawing on a number of academic disciplines including economics, politics, history and 

sociology.  Political economy is simultaneously a method and a theory for 

understanding society which has been applied in this project for both gathering and 

selecting data and literature and analysing and synthesising information and 

theoretical writings.  

 While political economy can be defined to include a variety of critical 

theoretical approaches (Stilwell, 2012), this project primarily draws on the Marxist 

meaning of political economy which assumes that the primary factor affecting the 

social-political-economic makeup of a society is the economic structure.  In application 

to the key research question of this project, then, this analytical approach presumes 

that it is necessary to understand the current development of the economic system in 

which the Liberal government’s radical new electricity policy occurred.  Overall, 

through political economy’s multi-disciplinary approach the Liberal government’s new, 

neoliberal electricity policy can be placed in a multi-dimensional context, in which a 

variety of factors can be examined relating to economic, political, historic and 

sociological forces that may have influence on regional resource policy development.  

In particular, the political economy method allows for the regional British Columbia 

state to be placed in a global economic-political context, so that government decisions 

made regarding electricity policy can be reviewed in light of neoliberal-global trends.  

 

Literature 
 

Apart from interviews, the main source of data for this project has been 

primary and secondary literature.  Primary sources have included provincial and local 

government documents, private energy sector documents and community 
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organisations’ writings and some popular press publications.  Secondary sources have 

comprised literature that specifically addresses the Liberal government’s new 

electricity policy and broader academic literature analysing the neoliberalisation of 

government policy, the nature of neoliberalism in general and the historic 

development of neoliberalism in British Columbia.  The theoretical literature on 

neoliberal policy that has been explored has undergone a renaissance since the late-

1990s/early-2000s.  The new theoretical insights gained since that turning point have 

provided a rich analytical source for this research project in examining the regional 

new neoliberal electricity policy of British Columbia in the 2000s.   
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CHAPTER TWO - THEORETICAL THEMES 
 

 

Introduction 
 

Literature surveyed in this chapter has been selected to provide insights to the 

question of what influences neoliberal forces have had on regional policy in respect to 

electricity policy in British Columbia, Canada.  The body of literature on neoliberalism is vast 

and the focus here is on analyses of neoliberalism that are from a political economic or 

critical theory perspective.  These writings primarily challenge mainstream economic 

assumptions about neoliberalism, providing alternative perspectives that are inter-

disciplinary, considering economic, social, political and ideological factors.  Authors, whose 

writings are reviewed here, may label themselves as political economists, critical theorists, 

human geographers, regulation theorists, or neo-Keynesians among a number of intellectual 

schools of thought that take an inter-disciplinary and critical approach to mainstream 

economic analysis.  

The focus of this literature chapter is neoliberal policy, however, it is useful at the 

outset to initially conduct a brief review of how the term neoliberalism as a general concept 

is considered by various political economic analysts.  This investigation is conducted via the 

question of ‘what is neoliberalism?’.  Following, is a review of political economic literature 

on the more specific component of neoliberalism, that of neoliberal policy.  Out of this 

literature key themes will be identified to provide a theoretical framework for the project’s 

case study of radical new electricity policy in British Columbia.  These theoretical themes will 

be used to investigate and analyse how the regional jurisdiction of British Columbia was 

affected by and responded to neoliberalism in its policy making in respect to electricity in 
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the 2000’s.  The themes will provide pertinent questions that can be applied to help guide in 

exploring the complexities of this case study.   

What is particularly revealing in the literature, and affirming for this research project 

based on a case study, is the importance of understanding ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ 

as opposed to classic neoliberal theory.  Through the lens of actually existing neoliberalism, 

which provides a methodological and theoretical approach, the variegated, changing and 

time-place specific nature of neoliberal policy becomes progressively exposed. 

Before embarking on the review of political economy literature on neoliberalism, it is 

useful to conduct a brief overview of the main principles and characteristics of neoliberal 

theory in respect to the orthodox view of neoliberalism.  Critical analysts of neoliberalism 

such as Joy Paton (2012) and Mitchell Dean (2012) emphasise the complexity of neoliberal 

theory that evolved as a set of concepts and principles over a number of decades in the 

twentieth century.  Two key names associated with the intellectual movement were 

Friedrich Hayek and Milton Friedman.  The differing strands that neoliberal theory 

comprises can be contradictory, or as Matthew Ryan puts it, ‘a remarkably incoherent body 

of thought’, although public neoliberal discourse often presents harmonious or 

homogenous conceptualisation of neoliberalism, the ‘exoteric’ version (Paton, 2012:104; 

Ryan, 2015:81).  

In general, the focus of neoliberal theory is ‘free markets’ and ‘small states’.  The 

market is assumed to be the most effective and efficient means of distributing resources, 

and to ‘organise society’.  The state is seen as an inhibitor to the natural operation of the 

market (Ryan, 2015:79-81), or if involved only minimally (Harvey, 2007:2).  However, some 

main neoliberal theorists such as Hayek accepted that there was a necessary welfare role 

for the state (Ryan, 2015:82).  An overall tenet of neoliberal theory is that ‘individual 
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entrepreneurial freedoms and skills’ need to be liberated for maximum human well-being, 

supported by an institutional system that protects ‘strong property rights, free markets and 

free trade’.  Where markets do not exist they need to be introduced into areas such as those 

traditionally viewed as public goods and services (Harvey, 2007:2; Jessop, 2002:454).  

Mainstream neoliberal discourse has emphasised the need for privatisation of public 

services and the deregulation of various economic and social areas.  

 

Part I   Early Critics of Neoliberalism 
 

At this point, it is also helpful to survey a sample of the earlier critical literature that 

pre-dates the political economy literature this chapter focuses on.  Looking at the earlier 

literature will help to show how political economy analysis of neoliberalism has changed 

over time.  More recent political economy investigators of neoliberalism invariably refer to 

earlier analysts and at times acknowledging their intellectual contributions.  Certain key 

points are discernible in these earlier, initial critiques of the neoliberal era.  

One of the earlier formulations of neoliberalism in the critical literature was that 

neoliberalism was a new policy framework implemented by states in light of a new global 

economic order.  Gary Teeple, a representative of this view, predicted that these new 

policies spelt the end of national policies, that it was ‘the final act of the independent 

nation-state’ as the state attempted to facilitate the national economy within the reality of 

the new global economy (Teeple, 2000:81).  

One of the very early analyses of neoliberalism is Stuart Hall’s examination of what 

he called the ‘New Right’ and the phenomenon of Thatcherism in England.  Hall came to the 

conclusion that to understand this ideological and political conjuncture the most useful 

approach was that of Gramsci’s concept of hegemony.  For Hall, Thatcher was successful in 
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bringing about political-economic change by achieving ascendency over a whole social 

formation.  This was done by attaining leadership positions in ‘different sites of social life’ 

and thus the gaining of domination through ‘authority of a leading bloc’.  Central to the 

process was gaining ‘popular consent’ of this authority from the dominated classes.  

Drawing on Gramsci’s analysis, Hall claims that this hegemony was constructed through 

multiple contestation process in different realms - political, economic, societal, cultural and 

ideological – rather than being a given part of society and the class structure (Hall, 1988:53). 

Bob Jessop, a prolific writer on the capitalist state since the 1970s, was one of the 

earlier analysts of neoliberalism in respect to the role of the state.  In a 1993 article Jessop 

tackled the changing form of the state in the new emerging era of what he called post-

Fordism which was taking shape under the new globalism.  The previous period, Fordism, 

was the political-economic system that coexisted with the Keynesian Welfare State.  Jessop 

referred in general to the newly developing form of state as the Schumpterian Work-fare 

State, one version of which contained clear neoliberal features such as the Thatcher state.  

The Schumpterian Work-fare state was helping resolve the accumulation crises that arose 

under Fordism and the Keynesian state while facilitating the newly developing global 

economy.  A main quality of this new type of state was its “hollowed-out” nature.   Although 

Jessop claims the state was still ‘crucial’ in post-Fordism he argues the power of the newly 

forming state was significantly diminishing due to power being transferred outward to 

international bodies or inward to intra-national structures.  These polity changes reflected 

the changing global economic environment and were a qualitative shift amounting to ‘the 

practical rearticulation of political capacities’ (Jessop, 1993:9,10,25-6,33).  While Jessop 

recognised varying forms of the “hollowing-out” of the new state taking shape, in a further 

article nearly a decade later in which he examines neoliberalism at the local level, Jessop is 
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no longer applying the term “hollowed-out”.  In this analysis Jessop promotes the 

methodological tool of “actual existing neoliberalisms” to take into account the variety of 

factors including “path-dependent contexts” that contribute to neoliberal policy at the local 

level (Jessop, 2002:457).  Jessop’s emphasis over time, then, shifted from highlighting the 

state’s decreasing, “hollowed-out” power, to acknowledging state intervention as being 

necessary for neoliberal policy (Jessop, 2002:454). 

Similar to Jessop, Susan Strange, in her analysis of neoliberal times, ‘modern 

capitalism’, the role of the state has become a contracted one in which governments are ‘… 

merely the handmaidens of firms’ (Strange, 1997:184).  She claims it is corporate decision 

making, not states, that is causing the expansion of modern capitalism, that the Keynesian 

interventionist type of state is something of the past.  The decline of state autonomy has 

been uneven but occurring universally with trans-national capitalist regulation displacing 

national regulation (Strange, 1997:188).  In her critique of the approaches of comparative 

studies and ‘varieties of capitalisms’ which emphasise national differences in modern 

capitalism, Strange claims there is far more convergence than diversity among different 

capitalisms, or economies (Strange, 1997).   

In his account of the new age of the free market John Gray presents a fateful 

depiction and conclusion of the impact of neoliberalism.  Based on the name given to the 

nineteenth century ‘free market’ transformation of the economic system Gray calls the 

current free market stage the ‘new transformation’ (Gray,1998).  The goal of trans-national 

organisations such as the World Trade Organisation (WTO), the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF) and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) has 

been to achieve ‘democratic capitalism’ across the world’s diverse economies in a unitary 

free market which would bring enhanced benefits for all countries.  However, Gray 
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concludes that the quest for this utopian view is not achievable as evidence shows that it is 

creating a cost of ‘… social dislocation and economic and political instability on a large scale’ 

(Gray, 1998:2).  In Gray’s assessment, only some sovereign states have any margin of room 

to ameliorate the impact of the new free market for improved ‘social cohesion’ and there 

could never be any overall reversal of the new economic trend (Gray, 1998:6).  In general, 

Gray determines that the free market project as a ‘political supremacy’ has not succeeded 

and ‘… is incomplete, precarious and soon undermined…’ by economic crises (Gray, 

1998:19). 

Similar to John Gray, Joseph Stiglitz concludes that the free market policies within 

contemporary globalisation have been a failure (Stiglitz, 2002).  Stiglitz particularly focuses 

on the policies of the international institutions of the World Bank, where he was chief 

economist for three years, the IMF and the WTO.  Privatisation and liberalisation were 

pursued ‘too far too fast’ often causing detrimental effects to an economy and nation that 

were unable to cope (Stiglitz, 2002:54).  Privatisation caused unemployment which came 

with social costs as companies shed jobs in developing countries where workers had 

minimal if any protections unlike employment insurance coverage in developed countries 

(Stiglitz, 2002:56).   

Stiglitz states that there was agreement even by the IMF that liberalising capital and 

financial markets contributed to the global 1990s financial crisis and could ‘wreak havoc on 

a small emerging country’.  The ideology of the IMF that more productive jobs would 

replace the inefficient ones of protectionism did not materialise.  At the same time austerity 

programs could create exceedingly high interest rates prohibitive to investment (Stiglitz, 

2002:59-60).  The trickle-down theory of economics which Stiglitz claims ‘… was never more 

than an article of faith …’ ignored the social contract of “fairness”.  The risks of the new free 
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market policies were mostly born by the poor in developing countries and the middle class 

in developed countries (Stiglitz, 2002:78).  Stiglitz claims that the assumption of free market 

fundamentalism that government is a key source of economic inefficiency while markets 

primarily provide efficiencies has not borne out.  Overall, Stiglitz concludes that the 

supposed goal of economic security and stability through free market policies has not been 

achieved and the policies appear to mostly serve developed countries over developing 

countries and financial and commercial interests within the international institutions 

(Stiglitz, 2002:214-224). 

One of the earlier approaches to analysing the neoliberal era is what has become 

called governmentality studies.  The main inspiration of this school of thought came from 

the writings of Michel Foucault who identified two main forms of government, one that was 

on a more individual level and one that was on the broader, general level (Rose, 1995:41-

42).  Nikolas Rose, a representative of this school of thought, refers to the neoliberal era as 

‘advanced liberalism’ in which government/ality at the broader level has transformed from a 

more central form of government to one that is more distant.  Instead there is a 

‘proliferation of little regulatory practices’ across the territory being governed which 

intersect with the political subject at the individual level (Rose, 1995:61).  Rose, like other 

governmentality analysts, highlighted the heterogeneity of government acts in the new 

‘advanced liberal’ era reflecting, as they see neoliberal theory, a set of ideas that lacked 

coherence and ‘elaborated political rationality’ as manifest in the 1970s ‘neo-conservative 

political regimes’ of Britain and the U.S.  

While the contribution of governmentality studies to understanding neoliberalism 

has been acknowledged in later years, two shortcomings of this approach have been raised.  

One is that governmentality studies, through its emphasis on the heterogeneity of 
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neoliberal governing practices, has overlooked the ‘invaluable key’ provided by 

neoliberalism in ‘unlocking’ the pre-existing liberal rule (Dean, 2012:79).  The other 

limitation of governmentality studies is seen to be the way the concept of the 

state/sovereignty is effectively removed from their analysis, with a lack of differentiating 

between ‘regimes of government’ and the state (Dean, 2012:79). 

 

Part II   Extending the Critique of Neoliberalism 
 

This research project focuses on the influence of neoliberalism in formulating 

regional resource policy through the case study of electricity policy in British Columbia.  

Given the focus on neoliberalism it is important to discuss what this era has come to be 

understood as.  Over time, as political-economic theorists have been examining the 

phenomenon of neoliberalism, the term ‘neoliberalism’ has acquired different meanings.  

Neoliberalism has taken on differing dimensions making it a complex term with a variety of 

conceptualisations.  

In their historical materialist analysis, M.C. Howard and J.E. King primarily view 

neoliberalism as occurring because of changes engendered by economic development in 

terms of productive forces. The emergence of neoliberalism came about through the 

development of certain technical productive forces and consequent productive relations 

that moved in a market direction.  Neoliberalism is not a return to classic liberalism but a 

liberalisation produced by economic changes in the twentieth century and an era ‘of 

regulation, welfare policies and democratic rights’ that came about because of the extremes 

of wars and depressions.  The authors distinguish between the liberalisation of the early 

post-second world war years, of what is commonly called the Keynesian period that saw 

increased state regulation of the economy, and the liberalising pattern that was beginning 



                                                                                                                       Chapter Two – Theoretical Themes  
     
 

28 
 

to become evident in the 1970s during which the role of the state changed to support 

markets (Howard & King, 2008:4-5; 2004-56).  For Howard and King, neoliberalism is not the 

same thing as globalisation although both are a result of the same forces.     

Howard and King define neoliberalism as a ‘doctrine’ and ‘social practice’.  The 

doctrine is that the market is the solution to all or most social and economic issues and that 

market failure is not as serious as state failure.  Contrary to some other analysts, Howard 

and King claim that neoliberalism, unlike classic liberalism, does recognise a role for the 

state as ‘financiers, supervisors and regulators of markets and marketization’.  The practice 

of neoliberalism is the application of the doctrine through privatisation, eradication of 

“dependency cultures” and of a ‘market-mimicking’ style of management for government 

activities (Howard & King, 2004:40).  Howard and King claim that the survival of 

neoliberalism is not the result of a victorious set of ideas or a set of policy responses to an 

historic period of capitalist challenges but is due to changes in the economic base that pre-

date in some cases the two world wars and Great Depression (Howard & King, 2004:56). 

In his book, A Brief History of Neoliberalism, David Harvey identifies two types of 

neoliberalism both in terms of capitalist development, the ‘utopian project’ for reorganising 

international capitalism and the ‘political project’ designed to restore the economic elite 

and its level of capital accumulation.  The former is a ‘theoretical design’ and the latter an 

actual project.  Harvey argues that it is the neoliberal project that has prevailed in practice 

and that utopian neoliberalism is used to justify actual neoliberalism in furthering conditions 

for capital accumulation and reinforcing the economic elite (Harvey, 2005:19).  It is 

emphasised by Harvey that the development in practice of neoliberalisation has amounted 

to a situation in which it has come to ‘depart significantly’ from neoliberal theory.  He 

characterises the development of state institutions, functions and powers as ‘somewhat 
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chaotic’ and geographically uneven (Harvey, 2007:64).  On the other hand, Harvey argues 

that the state or state institution are far from ‘irrelevant’ under neoliberalism although 

there has been ‘a radical transformation’ of the state or some of its constituent parts 

(Harvey, 2005:78). 

In his assessment of neoliberalism as it had evolved up to the early years of the 

twenty-first century, Harvey concluded that the neoliberal political form was one that could 

be characterised as ‘transitional’ or ‘unstable’.  The main reason for this condition of 

neoliberalism is attributed by Harvey to the escalating gap between the ideological claim by 

neoliberal supporters of ‘well-being for all’ and actual outcomes which are re-establishing 

‘class power’ (Harvey, 2005:79). 

Building on the critical geographers’ analysis of neoliberalism Stephen Collier 

proposes that understanding neoliberalism can be furthered by the application of a 

‘technical’ approach.  This method differentiates between specific neoliberal ‘technical 

mechanisms’ and the broader ‘political project’ that the mechanisms can be a part of.  For 

Collier, this approach enables one to see that in actual neoliberalism shifts occur between 

the structural, political and technical aspects of neoliberalism which are much more 

polymorphous and unstable than presupposed in much of the critical geography literature. 

Collier sees the necessity of both Foucault’s concept of neoliberalism that it is a ‘form of 

practical reason’ applied through market-type mechanisms rather than marketisation as 

such and the neo-Polanyian approach of substantive analytics which emphasises the need to 

examine both formal features of neoliberalism and actually existing neoliberalism.  Working 

with these understandings of neoliberalism, Collier finds that neoliberal mechanisms both 

change and ‘re-inscribe … space-making mechanisms of Fordism’ (Collier, 2005:1-4). 
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In the literature surveyed one analyst, John Braithwaite, denies the existence of 

neoliberalism, that neoliberalism has not survived and only had a short duration.  

Braithwaite comes to this conclusion on the evidence that contemporary regulatory practice 

is vastly different from the principles of neoliberalism promoted by two of its main 

founders, Friedrich von Hayek and Milton Freedman, of small government, deregulation and 

privatisation (Braithwaite, 2005).  It is a ‘fairytale’ both on the left and right to believe that 

neoliberalism has ‘conquered the world’ (Braithwaite, 2005:3).  For Braithwaite, the 

Keynesian ‘provider state’ has largely survived rather than being displaced by neoliberalism.  

Regulatory practice has increasingly entered the private domain and in general there has 

been an explosion of governance (Braithwaite, 2005).  Global corporatisation has come 

about as a result of this regulatory growth while also being a major cause of the regulatory 

escalation.  Braithwaite subscribes to the term ‘regulatory capitalism’ utilised by David Levi-

Faur to best describe the current era, rather than ‘regulatory state’ (Braithwaite, 2005:1-2). 

Unlike Braithwaite David Levi-Faur does subscribe to the existence of neoliberalism.  

He states that although there is mixed opinion as to what neoliberalism constitutes, at the 

same time there is mostly agreement that neoliberalism has taken a significant place in the 

world (Levi-Faur, 2005:13).  Levi-Faur also found in the literature he reviewed a revisionist 

position by some of an earlier understanding of the new neoliberal regulatory regime.  

Some analysts of globalisation found that the state was not undermined nor the welfare 

state withering.  Levi-Faur consequently concludes that while neoliberalism could be the 

dominant discourse it is not the only one.  Ideological deregulation is accompanied in 

practice by new regulation bringing Levi-Faur to use the term ‘regulatory capitalism’ to best 

describe the ‘new global order’ (Levi-Faur, 2005:13-14). 
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For James Ferguson there are serious deficiencies in the use of the term 

neoliberalism in progressive academic literature.   He reproves authors for not clearly 

defining what neoliberalism means in the context of their analysis which has resulted in the 

term neoliberalism acquiring a great variety of meanings and created a ‘confusing and 

conflating word’.  Ferguson finds that neoliberalism can be used in a strict sense of macro-

economic theory including the promotion of private enterprise and free markets, scepticism 

of the role of the state, deregulation and tariff removal.  As well, Ferguson acknowledges 

the use of neoliberalism as referring to a ‘regime of policies and practices’ but that they, no 

doubt, divert from the neoliberal principles they are connected to or claim to be related to.  

Rather than abandoning the term, Ferguson proposes considering how the various 

meanings that have come to be associated with neoliberalism can be related (Ferguson, 

2009:165-172).   

Gerard Dumenil and Dominique Levy place emphasis on neoliberalism as an 

economic stage, a contemporary stage of capitalism that is part of capitalism’s evolution.  In 

their view, the stage of neoliberalism came about as the result of a crisis in (mainly western) 

capitalism in the 1970s in which there was a decline in profit, a crisis which followed the 

post-World War II recovery phase after the Great Depression.  Following, neoliberalism 

generated its own crisis, the General Financial Crisis of 2007–2009.  Dumenil and Levy also 

define neoliberalism as a ‘class phenomenon’ in which the upper classes removed limits to 

their power and profit-making ability (Dumenil & Levy, 2012:32-33).  

As with Harvey, prolific writers on neoliberalism, Neil Brenner, Jamie Peck and Nik 

Theodore differentiate between theoretical neoliberalism and actual neoliberal practice and 

assert that the former never did exist: ‘(t)here was never a pristine moment of doctrinal 

purity in the ideological project of neoliberalism’.  Instead, the authors identify that there 
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has been an adaption of nineteenth century liberalism, seen as a 1930s-1940s ideological 

project, in opposition to Keynesianism, which has been imposed on different pre-existing 

liberalisms in various western countries. The re-formulated liberalism has been tailor-made 

to suit twentieth century institutions (Brenner, Peck & Theodore 2010:30, 32).   

Contrary to Dumenil and Levy, Howard and King and Harvey, the same authors in a 

later publication assert that neoliberalisation is not a conclusive state type or phase of 

capitalism but rather one of a number of competing regulatory forms.  Neoliberalisation 

comprises processes that impinge on and through given institutional structures that vary in 

time and place.  They conclude that there is no ‘ideological blueprint’ or set ‘policy 

template’ but regulatory restructuring that comprises evolving, interplaying and 

contradictory processes with a focus on ‘market-discipline’ (Peck, Theodore & Brenner, 

2012:272,275). 

In his investigation of ‘what is neoliberalism?’ and the appropriateness of the term, 

Mitchell Dean (2012) concludes that although more conservative commentators may reject 

the term ‘neoliberalism’ it is, nevertheless, a legitimate term that can be used to describe 

governmental action in the last thirty years.  However, he does not subscribe to the concept 

of a neoliberal state as such but rather to the idea of a neoliberal government regime ‘of 

and by the state’.  Neoliberalism is ‘an influential and competing form’ aimed politically at 

state governments (Dean, 2012:80).  Therefore, the resulting government regime, for Dean, 

cannot be identified as a ‘simple set of features’ but rather by the way it functions in a 

contested environment and exhibits certain contradictions (Dean, 2012:76). 

 Dean draws on the work of a group of historians of ideas who examined the term 

neoliberal treating it as a “’thought collective’” given it had a ‘common intellectual 

framework’ although with a range of differing views (Dean, 2012:72).  These historians came 
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to see coherence in neoliberalism not as an ideology or political program but more as a 

movement (Dean, 2012:72).  Through his survey of the historical development of the term 

‘neoliberalism’, Dean shows that the term came to mean an economic theory as well as a 

‘comprehensive political philosophy’ (Dean, 2012:77).  To stress his point that neoliberalism 

is an active and pervasive political movement, Dean describes it as ‘a militant social and 

political movement’ with local, national and international organisations in its sights (Dean, 

2012:81).  Dean cautions that to not view neoliberalism in this way would be detrimental to 

adequately understanding the full impact neoliberalism has had since the late 1970s in 

shaping government regimes (Dean, 2012:81). 

Joy Paton, a contributor to the book Neoliberalism: Beyond the Free Market (Cahill et 

al, 2012) along with Mitchell Dean and others reviewed here, closely examines the genesis 

and evolution of the ‘praxis’ of neoliberalism.  She distinguishes two main currents of 

thought that fall under the general rubric of neoliberalism: classical/neo-classical economic 

theory and libertarianism.  These two main streams of ideas are somewhat contradictory 

but rather than invoking problems for implementing neoliberal goals the internal theoretical 

inconsistency enables a neoliberal political project that is very adaptable (Paton, 2012:104-

5).  One of the main contradictions is that the classical economic theory strand subscribes to 

a strong state whereas libertarian thought views the state as hindering economic and 

individual freedom (Paton, 2012:102-3).  Paton finds that the term neoliberalism is 

therefore ‘obfuscatory’ and conceals discourses that can diverge and be contradictory.  As 

with Mitchell Dean, Paton views neoliberalism as a political movement that is based on a 

particular set of somewhat divergent intellectual strains (Paton, 2012:91,105). 

Paton emphasises the historic embeddedness of economic activity drawing on 

Polanyi’s major work that analysed nineteenth century laissez-faire in The Great 
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Transformation (Paton, 2012:92).  Economic activity in neoliberal times is no exception and 

there is not a separation between the economy and the state.  For markets to grow and 

sustain, rather than small government according to neoliberal doctrine, active state 

involvement is required (Paton, 2012:94-5). 

A major observation of Paton’s of neoliberal practice is its de-democracy feature.  

Neoliberal practice in a neo-conservative mode can roll-back civil liberties, the government 

style being authoritarian, “’illiberal’”, in order to carry out its economic agenda (Paton, 

2012:104). 

In his examination of neoliberalism, John Mikler, draws on the states’ Varieties of 

Capitalism framework to analyse the neoliberal state.   Mikler’s findings bring him to the 

conclusion that the state has not become restrained, and state expenditures have endured 

or increased in both the ‘liberal market economies’ and the ‘coordinated market economies’ 

(Mikler, 2012:146).  Overall, Mikler finds that neoliberalism is always subject to each state’s 

inherent institutional history or ‘pathway’ which ultimately determines the shape of 

neoliberalism that arises.  In this way, neoliberalism is not inevitable nor ‘a universal reality’ 

as there can be resistance in each state.  While in general states have been evolving over 

time in the era of neoliberal globalisation it is not a situation in which there has been a 

clear, definitive change in the form of states.  It cannot be said that there has been a 

‘straightforward neoliberalisation’ or a ‘global neoliberalism convergence’ (Mikler, 

2012:132-3).  As with Dean and Paton, Mikler believes it is necessary to view neoliberalism 

as a form of governance given his research findings of the continuing existence of an active 

state while simultaneously there being neoliberal-style policies of privatisation and 

deregulation (Mikler, 2012:146). 
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In the introduction to their edited book on neoliberalism Lindy Edwards, Damien 

Cahill and Frank Stilwell identify four ways in which neoliberalism has come to be 

understood: a set of political ideas; a type of policy practice; a form of capitalist economic 

development; and a political movement.  The authors also point out that there is not 

necessarily consistency between these ‘dimensions’ (Edwards, Cahill & Stilwell, 2012:6).   

Having surveyed a number of explanations of neoliberalism above it is concluded 

that the best way to understand what neoliberalism is, is to view it in Edward et al’s multi-

facetted way as ideological, economic, political and a policy style.  These different categories 

are not mutually exclusive although each in its own way has specific meaning and usefulness 

as a conceptual tool.  Although the focus of this research project is neoliberal policy, these 

different ‘dimensions’ will all be applied to a certain degree to help understand the 

influence of neoliberalism in the case study of electricity policy in British Columbia.  

In general, it can be said that the answer to the question of what is neoliberalism has 

been evolving over time and the last fifteen or so years has particularly seen advancement 

in intellectual thought in this area.  Such maturing of analysis reflects the social and 

economic factors and outcomes of actual neoliberal projects.  Scholars have the benefit of 

at least thirty years of neoliberal policy implementation now to draw on for their research in 

investigating the evolving phenomenon of neoliberalism.  Notwithstanding this evolution, 

however, differences remain in how neoliberalism is being conceptualised. 

In the following section, Neoliberal Policy, attention will be given primarily to 

neoliberalism as a particular regime of policy practice, neoliberal policy being the focus of 

this research project.  However, given that the various ways of characterising neoliberalism 

as Edwards et al do, in ideological, policy, economic and political terms, all overlap this study 

will also give attention to neoliberalism as a set of ideas, a phase of capitalist development 
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and a political formation.  These conceptually separated areas are intricately entwined as 

will become apparent in the examination of the project’s case study of regional policy in 

British Columbia.  Through investigating the Liberal government’s neoliberal electricity 

policy it becomes evident that neoliberalism is a class-based policy formation serving global 

capital interests, is contested and best understood in practice. 

 

Part III   Neoliberal Policy 
 

Having reviewed political economy literature regarding neoliberalism in general, this 

section looks more in depth at neoliberalism in terms of policy.  A review of political 

economy literature on neoliberal policy shows an evolving development of analysis.  Around 

2000-2 a discernible shift began occurring in the understanding of neoliberal policy which 

was reflected in the writings published at that time.  A special issue of Antipode in June 

2002, a human geography journal, was devoted to the topic of neoliberalism.  Cities were 

the focus of the journal but the articles are applicable to neoliberalism on all scales.   The 

authors, well known now for their critical examination of neoliberalism, include Neil 

Brenner, Nik Theodore, Jamie Peck, Bob Jessop and Jamie Gough.   By this time certain 

scholars had been calling for a more nuanced and detailed understanding of neoliberalism. 

Wendy Larner wrote in 2000 that there was a need to examine the ‘“messy actualities”’ of 

‘particular neoliberal projects’ (2000:14).  

It is proposed that the qualitative shift forward in scholarship came as a result of the 

period of time that had elapsed since the onset of neoliberalism, which by the turn of the 

twenty first century was at least twenty years.  Political economic analysis of neoliberalism 

has had an evolutionary pathway because active neoliberalism over the years since the late-

1970s has progressively revealed its characteristics at economic, social, political and 
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ideological levels. As Jamie Peck and Adam Tickell (2002) state, neoliberalism had an 

evolutionary trajectory with certain stages evident since its beginning in the late-1970s 

(Peck & Tickell, 2002:384).  This approximate twenty-year time period was necessary for the 

intellectual development in analysis to provide a deepening and fuller examination of 

neoliberal practice.  Sufficient time was needed in order to more accurately understand the 

actual twists and turns neoliberalism was taking, to see what was actually unfolding, gain 

deeper insights to appreciate real neoliberalism, the stages it was going through in an 

evolutionary process and the qualities of actual policy.  In the development of political 

economic analysis of neoliberal policy, 2000-2, then, marks a turning point, taking the 

understanding of neoliberalism from a static, monolithic phenomenon to a fluid and 

evolving economic, political and social process.  Neoliberal policy was now seen as taking 

varied forms both temporally and geographically. 

This literature review will begin with a focus on a particularly selected writing which 

is regarded as pivotal to understanding neoliberal policy formation.  This work by Neil 

Brenner and Nik Theodore is illustrative of an important stage of political economic analysis 

of neoliberalism and will be relied on throughout this project for theoretical insights.  

Discussion of this piece of literature will create a spring-board to other political-economic 

and critical writings that also provide significant understandings of the role of neoliberalism 

in regional policy formation.  Together these writings contain the core of key theoretical 

themes that are described later in the chapter. 

 In the 2001-2 watershed period of scholarship investigating neoliberalism a 

publication authored by Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore, as noted above, is particularly 

significant, which was published in the aforementioned special edition of Antipode, June 

2002, on neoliberal policy and cities.  This article is seminal as it summarises a number of 
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pertinent issues important for understanding neoliberal policy critically.  Brenner and 

Theodore draw on a number of progressive writers in bringing together their expose of 

neoliberal policy. 

In their review of literature examining neoliberalism Neil Brenner and Nik Theodore 

identify a discrepancy raised by various theorists that exists between neoliberal theory and 

neoliberal practice. Brenner and Theodore call it a ‘blatant disjuncture’ between neoliberal 

ideology and ‘everyday political operations and societal effects’.  Several types of 

disjunctures are enumerated.   The authors write of a yawning gap between the utopian 

goal of neoliberalism of completely free markets unfettered by state regulation and the 

reality of a ‘dramatic intensification’ of state intervention to facilitate markets across 

society.  They also highlight the existence of a stark difference between the ideological 

advocacy for ‘self-regulating markets’ for maximum distribution of resources and the actual 

outcomes of market-enhanced policies, of failed markets, increased social polarisation and 

further uneven development on different spatial scales.  The general societal impact of real 

neoliberal policies is referred to as ‘persistent economic stagnation’ (Brenner & Theodore, 

2002:352).  

The key, then, to Brenner and Theodore’s important contribution is contained in 

their article’s title, ‘Cities and the geographies of “actually existing neoliberalism”’.  The 

term ‘actually existing neoliberalism’3 reinforces a new, emerging stage of analysis, both 

methodologically and theoretically, by emphasising the variety of forms real neoliberalism, 

                                                           
3  Both Brenner and Theodore and Jessop cite Jamie Peck and Adam Tickell’s article, ‘Neoliberalizing 
Space’ - also in the 2002 issue of Antipode – when introducing the term ’actually existing 
neoliberalism’.  However, Peck and Tickell refer to Wendy Larner’s article ‘Neoliberalism: policy, 
ideology, governmentality’ (2000) when they present the term ‘“actually existing” neoliberalisms’ 
(Peck & Tickell, 2002:383).   
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that is, ‘actually existing neoliberalism’, takes in the real world, how it varies from nation to 

nation, region to region and city to city.  Actual neoliberalism is far from being monolithic; 

rather, it manifests in ‘huge variations’ (Brenner & Theodore, 2002:360,361).   Brenner and 

Theodore stress the ‘disjuncture’ between the ideology of neoliberalism and the actual 

practice by governments of neoliberal policy requiring the analyst to investigate the actual 

neoliberal project rather than relying on a set of precepts that the ideal of neoliberalism 

comprises (Brenner & Theodore, 2002:352,353).  This analytical tool provides one response, 

then, to Wendy Larner’s lament of two years earlier that progressive studies of 

neoliberalism lacked sufficiently rigorous descriptions of what neoliberalism was in reality 

(Larner, 2000:14.).   

Emphasis is placed on pre-existing conditions in each location that a newly 

implemented neoliberal program will reflect to some degree and that can contribute to the 

particular form of neoliberalism in that place.  Brenner and Theodore highlight the 

‘contextual embeddedness’ of neoliberal projects, that projects have a particular anchorage 

in a location because each place, whether national, regional or local, has a legacy of 

‘institutional frameworks, policy regimes, regulatory practices, and political struggles’ 

(Brenner & Theodore, 2002:351).  Given each place’s legacy the authors submit that it is 

necessary to study the ‘path-dependent’ context of neoliberal projects in which interaction 

occurs between ‘inherited regulatory landscapes and emergent neoliberal, market-oriented 

restructuring projects’ (Brenner & Theodore, 2002:351).  There is a tension in the 

relationship between those protecting the inherited factors and those advocating for the 

emergent changes, respectively referred to as the “conservative bloc” and the “modernist 

bloc” by Brenner and Theodore, terms drawn from A. Lipietz, often resulting in a ‘new 
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territorial formation’ that contains elements of the old order and elements of the 

modernisation project sought after (Brenner & Theodore, 2002:359).  

Continuing with their theme of neoliberalism as a process, Brenner and Theodore 

introduce the concept of ‘creative-destruction’, that neoliberal projects as well as being 

destructive are also creative, and that both of these dynamics of destruction and creation 

are ‘dialectically intertwined but analytically distinct moments’, they are ‘mutually related’ 

but in conflict (Brenner & Theodore, 2002:362,363).  The two authors emphasise that 

creative destruction is a process which is ‘uneven’, ‘multiscalar, multidirectional and open-

ended’ contradictions’ in the production of neoliberal projects (Brenner & Theodore, 

2002:366). 

Brenner and Theodore use the term ‘re-regulation’ in reference to one of the 

creative-destructive stages in city neoliberalisation processes.  It is the phase in which city 

civil liberties have been rolled back but also new policies rolled out including those that 

remedy social exclusion of earlier neoliberal policies and zero-tolerance crime regulation 

(Brenner & Theodore, 2002:372).  

Brenner and Theodore base their main concepts for understanding the ‘political 

economy of actually existing neoliberalism’ on five core premises to form a methodological 

approach designed to avoid the two most serious traps, as they see it, of assuming markets 

and states as ‘diametrically opposed’ as in neoliberal ideology and assuming ‘one size fits all’ 

for all neoliberal policies and projects.  The premises begin with the ‘problem of capitalist 

regulation’, that the social relations of capitalism maintain a relative stability through a 

certain set of institutionalised ‘rules, habits, norms, and compromises’ which constitute an 

embeddedness of the prevailing economic relations in the political and social realms.  At 

each stage of capitalism in each place there is always this embeddedness in some form of 
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regulation (Brenner & Theodore, 2002:353-354).  The second premise underlines the 

instability of capitalism as it evolves through historically-specific phases and drawing on 

‘territories, places, and scales’ as productive forces and also transforming them to overcome 

barriers to its progress (Brenner & Theodore, 2002:355). The third and fourth premises of 

Brenner and Theodore’s consolidated method are respectively the uneven geographical 

development of capitalism and the regulation of this uneven development to manage and 

compensate for it.  The final premise is that state regulation is an evolving process as it 

meets crises in capitalism to keep providing relative stability (Brenner & Theodore, 

2002:355-356).  Brenner and Theodore designed their five-premise methodological system 

as ‘a useful starting point’ in trying to get to the truth of actually existing neoliberalism in 

order to avoid misunderstandings derived from abstract notions of neoliberalism (Brenner & 

Theodore, 2002:357). 

In sum, through their theoretical understanding of neoliberalism as a very diverse 

and uneven process utilising the concepts of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’, ‘path-

dependency’, ‘creative–destruction’, ‘inherited and emergent’ forces and ‘conservative and 

modernist blocs’, Brenner and Theodore propose a number of approaches for examining 

actual neoliberalism.  These means are identified to help maximise unravelling and revealing 

the particular features of an actually existing neoliberal project and obversely helping to 

prevent viewing neoliberalism as a ‘one-fits-all’ project.   

 One important implication of Brenner and Theodore’s stated necessity to take an 

‘actually existing neoliberalism’ approach, is the importance of investigating actual 

neoliberal policy, actual case studies, which can shed light on changing neoliberal policy and 

thus contribute to the evolving body of neoliberalism theory, rather than relying on a static 

theoretical approach.  The goal of the present project is to undertake a case study of 
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resource policy in the region of British Columbia (Canada) which will be covered in depth in 

future chapters as an example of neoliberal policy. This is a case of actually existing 

neoliberalism and its findings will hopefully contribute to the body of literature analysing 

neoliberal policy particularly in a regional setting.  

In a later publication in 2010 Brenner and Theodore along with Jamie Peck introduce 

the concept of ‘variegated neoliberalism’ which takes the concept or meaning of ‘actually 

existing neoliberalism’ to a deeper level.  ‘Variegated neoliberalization’ recognises 

chronological stages of market-oriented policy/regulation formation since the 1970s with 

the initial stage in the 1970s and 1980s followed by a deepening stage of neoliberalisation 

processes beginning in the 1990s extending the earlier neoliberalised regulatory landscape.  

The initial stage of neoliberalisation was uneven, ‘variegated’, as was the latter stage but 

the latter stage was also creating a transnational market-oriented regulation framework 

within which ‘geo-institutional differences are produced and modified’ (Brenner et al, 

2010:26).  The authors aim to join together the patterning features of neoliberalisation 

along with its differentiated features.  In the balance, the authors go to significant lengths to 

emphasise the ‘polymorphous’, ‘uneven’ and ‘experimental’ nature of neoliberalisation 

processes, and that with time geo-institutional regulatory frameworks (rule regimes) 

develop, particularly reinforced in the latter stage of neoliberalisation.  A space-specific 

regime is referred to as the ‘constitutionalism’ of a particular place and time constituting a 

juridical base that facilitates a dominant ‘statecraft, capital accumulation and political 

society’.  Initially the pre-existing constitutionalism is the host to the new market-style 

policy but becomes transformed itself with the rules of policy making changing to facilitate 

successive ‘rounds of market-oriented reform’ (Brenner, Peck & Theodore, 2010:12,34). 
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An important conclusion that can be drawn from the seminal works of Brenner, 

Theodore and Peck surveyed above is that it is important to separate appearance from 

essence in the method used to properly understand neoliberal policy.  It is necessary to go 

beyond the appearance of political-economic phenomena to their essence as appearances 

can be deceptive.  Brenner et al stress the particularities that lie with each neoliberal policy 

and the individual processes involved in each case resulting in the uneven nature of 

neoliberalism overall.  With the present project’s focus this method entails delving into the 

specifics of the case of neoliberal electricity policy in British Columbia and applying, in a 

dialectic fashion, the findings that constitute the essence of the policy, to the general 

picture, furthering our understanding of neoliberal policy overall.  It can be said that while 

there are differences among individual neoliberal policy processes, critical to understand is 

that at the same time there is a common thread, a common essence among the varying 

particularities.  

 Another illuminating political-economic writing on neoliberalism, also published in 

the pivotal time period of 2000-2, is Bob Jessop’s article ‘Liberalism, neoliberalism, and 

urban governance: a state-theoretical perspective’.  Part of Jessop’s contribution to a fuller 

understanding of neoliberalism is his continuum of neoliberalism in which he delineates 

‘neoliberal policy adjustment’, ‘neoliberal policy regime’ and ‘neoliberal system 

transformation’ in order to differentiate the degree of neoliberalism that a government 

adopts compared to the neoliberal ideal.  ‘Neoliberal policy adjustment’ refers to a partial 

adopting of neoliberal policy, ‘neoliberal policy regime’ to a more radical conversion of 

policy, closer to the ideal form of neoliberalism, and ‘neoliberal system transformation’ to 

the international and domestic capitalist-led neoliberal project in post-socialist countries.  
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For Jessop the continuum helps to expose that there are different forms of neoliberalism 

which had been normally ‘lumped together’ (Jessop, 2002:457-459).  

Like other authors in the pivotal Antipode issue on neoliberal policy, Jessop 

subscribed to the importance of the concepts of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ and 

pathway-dependency (Jessop, 2002:457-8).  In tandem with his continuum, Jessop proposes 

a typology of four ideal-types, or variants, of neoliberalism for examining ‘actually existing 

neoliberalism’.  The four types are neocommunitarianism, neocorporatism, neostatism, and 

neoliberalism.  Neoliberalism as a ‘regime shift’ can be contrasted against the other three 

variants.  The ideal-types range from some form of the Keynesian welfare national regime 

ideal through to some form of the Schumpterian workfare postnational regime ideal.  With 

this tool Jessop is tackling the reality that not every state has entered into a ‘neoliberal 

policy regime’ as such but, nevertheless, certain types of neoliberalism adoption are 

identifiable in its regulatory decisions (Jessop, 2002:459-464.).  

A necessary question to raise with both Brenner and Theodore’s and Jessop’s 

seminal writings is, that, given, their emphasis on the non-pure or non-monolithic nature of 

‘actually existing neoliberalism’, have both sets of authors, implicitly or explicitly, rejected 

that there is any general pattern of factors that can, at some level, be identified as 

neoliberal state action?  In other words, the risk Brenner and Theodore and Jessop run is 

one of relativism in their striving to emphasise the great diversity of neoliberalism, that 

there is no state practice of ideal neoliberalism and that every jurisdiction practises 

neoliberalism differently. The danger is in losing sight of the generalities and patterns in 

neoliberalism across space, time and scale in the endeavour to reveal the particulars of each 

real neoliberal policy situation, thus reducing the theory of neoliberalism to a number of 

unrelated individual cases.  However, Brenner and Theodore possibly avert the trap of a 
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relativist argument by stating that neoliberalism overall, on a world scale is ‘an actually 

existing framework’ in which political discipline increasingly imposes market rule in 

economic regulatory approaches (Brenner&Theodore.2002:360-1).  Additionally, Brenner 

and Theodore highlight the existence of patterns of neoliberalism by concurring with Peck 

and Tickell that, in general, there has been an evolution of neoliberalism from its inception 

in the 1970s with certain features dominant at different stages of the (Brenner & Theodore, 

2002:362). 

In respect to the Jessop article discussed above, it also seems that the risk of a 

relativist argument has been avoided.   While stating that it is imperative to appreciate that 

neoliberalism varies in form and degree in different jurisdictions, Jessop acknowledges the 

dominance or hegemony of a transatlantic neoliberal bloc and that there are common 

features to what characterise a neoliberal regime shift and a neoliberal policy adjustment, 

notwithstanding that the neoliberal ‘shift’ and ‘adjustment’ differ significantly by degree 

and form (Jessop, 2002:457-458).   

Although it is concluded that Brenner and Theodore, and Jessop have avoided the 

pit-fall of relativism in making their important contribution of understanding neoliberalism 

with the concept of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ (and ‘path dependency’), this writer, 

nevertheless, would raise a caution with their approach.  Care needs to be exercised with 

this method, that, in the important task of demonstrating the individuality of particular 

neoliberal policy due to the unique social, political and economic circumstances of a location 

or region, the neoliberal qualities or tendencies which are part of an integral to the policy 

must also be exposed that illustrate neoliberal patterns among policy in spite of their 

varying features.  It may be somewhat of a fine line to walk but it is the objective of this 
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research project to explore both uniqueness and universality in the case study of neoliberal 

electricity policy in British Columbia. 

In the same issue of Antipode in 2002, Jamie Peck and Adam Tickell in their article, 

‘Neoliberalizing Space’, make the contribution of the concept of ‘neoliberalization’, to stress 

that neoliberalism is a ‘process’ ‘not an end state’.  As a process, neoliberalisation, being 

contradictory, engenders change, variation and counter-tendencies and is historically and 

geographically specific.  At the same time the focus is on ‘dominant patterns of 

restructuring’, a ‘meta-logic’, rather than a binary of before and after (Peck & Tickell, 

2002:383).  

The authors identify major shifts of neoliberalism in a general chronology the first 

being what they call ‘roll-back’ or destructive neoliberalism beginning in the late-1970s and 

continuing into the 1980s when Keynesian welfare state-type policies were retrenched and 

replaced with pro-market policies.  The second major transformation in the evolution of 

neoliberalism is called the ‘roll-out’ phase occurring in the early-1990s.  This was a 

‘reconstitution’ of neoliberalism which mollified the negative or destructive outcomes of the 

earlier, more overt form of neoliberalism and was creative in response with modified policy 

of ‘socially interventionist and ameliorative forms’.  Peck and Tickell name the ‘third way’ of 

U.S. president Bill Clinton and British prime minister, Tony Blair as examples of the ‘roll-out’ 

stage (Peck & Tickell, 2002:388-389,397).  

In the context of evolving neoliberalism, Peck and Tickell contend that after a certain 

point of the earlier, roll-back neoliberal policies which were focussed more strictly on the 

market, a wave of policy ensued which was designed to address some of the social fall-out 

of the previous policy, those ‘marginalised’ and ‘dispossessed.  They draw on Wacquant 

(1999:323) who said that rather than ‘less government’, the advocates of the first, more 
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classic neoliberal policy, later became ardent supporters of ‘more government’ involvement 

to help address the deleterious effects of earlier deregulation (Peck & Tickel, 2002:389). 

Given, the variegation which is endemic in neoliberalisation, the authors encourage 

a ‘close reading’ of the process and its outcomes in ‘local neoliberalisms’ in cities which are 

embedded in the broader neoliberal structures (Peck & Tickell, 2002).  By extension, it can 

be concluded that, likewise, a scrutiny of regional neoliberal policy as in this study will also 

be illuminating and instructive of the real process of neoliberalisation. 

 The contributions made by Brenner and Theodore, Jessop, and Peck and Tickel to the 

understanding of neoliberalism have been highlighted above and a proposal made that 

these writings represent a critical turning point in the evolving literature on neoliberalism 

from a political economy perspective.  However, an adequate review of these pieces of 

literature would not be complete without raising questions about their economic, political 

and social analytical treatment of the phenomenon of neoliberalism.  What appear to be 

missing in these writings are a class analysis of actual neoliberalism and an analysis of the 

role of the state vis-a-vis the capitalist economic mode of production.  

The lack of class analysis includes an absence of the analytical tool of class struggle in 

understanding how and why neoliberalism takes certain shapes in different places and at 

different times.  Even though Brenner and Theodore and Jessop strongly emphasise the 

given, pre-existing context that has a critical impact on the form of new neoliberal projects, 

class forces are not delineated as part of this given context; it is not acknowledged that 

western societies, the focus of the two writings, are class societies that move historically 

through the inherent struggle between the classes of society.   

Jessop includes conflict and tensions as key factors in the inherited context of 

neoliberalism (Jessop, 2002).  Brenner and Theodore draw on the concept of competing 



                                                                                                                       Chapter Two – Theoretical Themes  
     
 

48 
 

forces between the ‘conservative bloc’ and the ‘modernist bloc’ in the process of change in 

the course of new neoliberal policy.   The concept of creative-destruction and the 

expectation of conflict in the course of neoliberal policy change that both sets of authors 

incorporate in their approach to actually existing neoliberalism, however, do not include an 

explanation that different class interests are often at play, that classes, with critically 

different interests, are competing in the large picture of neoliberal policy formation.  When 

Jessop characterises neoliberalism in certain geographic areas as ‘neoliberal policy 

adjustment’ rather than a ‘neoliberal policy regime’ such as Scandinavia, Australia and 

Canada there is no mention of the pre-existing historic deals made between capital and 

labour that were an integral component of the context in which neoliberal forces found 

themselves in and had to be negotiated. 

It would appear that analysts of neoliberalism such as Brenner and Theodore and 

Jessop rely somewhat on the term ‘institutions’ rather than drawing on the concept ‘class 

interests’ to help convey an understanding of the dynamic and competing forces in the 

political-economic landscape that the neoliberal framework must contend with.    

In terms of the state in capitalist society, Brenner and Theodore enumerate five core 

premises relating to capitalist production and regulation for analysing actually existing 

neoliberalism.  While they argue that there is not a separation between states and markets 

there is no explicit acknowledgement of the role of the state in facilitating capital 

accumulation, it is only inferred (Brenner & Theodore, 2002:353-357).  In their regulationist 

approach, Brenner and Theodore write of the ‘tensions, antagonisms, and conflicts’ 

endemic to capitalist social relations that capitalist regulation embeds in a ‘relatively 

stabilized, routinized, and sustainable spatiotemporal framework’ (Brenner & Theodore, 

2002:253-254).  They are drawing a strong relationship between capitalist social relations 
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and capitalist regulation but there is not a structural delineation of capitalism as an 

economic mode of production, the state as a political entity and an explanation of their 

relationship, that the state bears a prime responsibility of facilitating capital accumulation.  

At another point Brenner and Theodore discuss the ‘tremendous influence’ of ‘neoliberal 

political projects’ on ‘capitalist restructuring’ and a little later use the phrases of ‘neoliberal 

restructuring’ and ‘neoliberal programs of capitalist restructuring’ all of which blur the lines 

between state activity and economic sector activity (Brenner & Theodore, 2002:360,361).  

For the most part, both sets of authors conflate the structures of the economy and state, or 

in other words, the economic and political realms.  A sufficient understanding of the 

phenomenon of neoliberal policy of the last thirty or more years requires an understanding 

of a key function of the state to facilitate capital accumulation. 

Brenner and Theodore’s and Jessop’s writings are an important contribution to a 

more accurate and deeper understanding of neoliberalism as to how it has actually unfolded 

across western jurisdictions.  At the same time, some economic, social and political analysis 

has been somewhat vague as highlighted above, possibly because issues of class analysis 

and the role of the state for capital accumulation were put aside as not being in the scope of 

their writings, or maybe assumed as given understandings in light of an expected certain 

readership.  Regardless, important elements of analysis have been omitted.  Leaving out 

analysis of class relations and the relationship between the state and the capitalist mode of 

production overlooks two essential components in explaining the claims about actually 

existing neoliberalism that the authors make, the great variety in degree and form in which 

it manifests through a neoliberalising process.   

In this research project of actually existing neoliberalism, it will be shown that class 

analysis is important for an increased understanding of economic, social and political 
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dynamics at play.  Likewise, this project will highlight the role of the state in facilitating 

capital accumulation as part of examining and comprehending actually existing 

neoliberalism. 

The deficiencies in respect to class relations and the role of the state in some 

analyses of neoliberalism and neoliberal policy as discussed above have been addressed in a 

more recent analysis of neoliberalism.  This is another seminal work on neoliberalism 

entitled The End of Laissez-faire? On the Durability of Embedded Neoliberalism (2014) by 

Damien Cahill which draws on the earlier work of the human geographers.  An important 

contribution of Cahill to understanding neoliberalism and why it continues to survive in spite 

of the crises in capitalism is his emphasis on the embeddedness of neoliberalism in class 

relations, institutions and ideological norms (Cahill, 2014:29).  Cahill argues that 

neoliberalism has become entrenched in a transformation of class relations in which 

capital’s power has expanded while the power of labour has decreased (Cahill, 2014:104).  

One of the results of removing obstacles to capital accumulation that arose out of the 

earlier post-World War II period, in respect to institutions and social relations, was the 

reduction of labour law protections and the increase of employer rights.  For Cahill, 

institutional embeddedness of neoliberalism entailed not just new institutions but a new set 

of regulations that ‘commit states to neoliberal forms of governance’.  The resulting 

‘structural bias’ constitutionalises neoliberalism which has an ongoing effect of restricting 

states’ decision-making to a neoliberal mode.  On the ideological level of embeddedness, 

Cahill views neoliberalism as having become a “common sense” approach by states to policy 

formation that has been adopted by political elites.  Cahill claims that neoliberal ideas have 

become a dominant discourse which serves to both conceal and partially explain reality that 

favours capital (Cahill, 2014:104,107,118) 
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Drawing on Karl Polanyi’s understanding that the earlier laissez-faire period of 

capitalism required ‘deliberate state action’ and was planned, Cahill concludes that 

neoliberalism is a stage of capitalism needing the role of the state as did previous stages of 

capitalism, that the capitalist state has a central role in neoliberal times: '(i)n capitalist 

economies, states are integrally related to the process of capital accumulation' (Cahill, 

2014:72).  This function along with the state’s other primary function, often contradictory, 

of social legitimisation has an impact on the integral relationship between the state and 

capitalist social relations (Cahill, 2014:72-73).   

The analytical claims of Cahill in respect to the role of the state in contemporary 

neoliberal-economic times for capital accumulation will be utilised in the present case study 

to help understand the conduct of the British Columbian regional government in its 

neoliberal-style electricity policy making in the 2000s.  Additionally, Cahill’s overall 

proposition that neoliberalism is embedded in class relations, institutionally and 

ideologically will be applied to help investigate the policy process and outcomes of this case 

of actually existing neoliberalism. 

 

Part IV   Actual Neoliberalism: A Theoretical Framework 
 

Having presented a number of political economy writings on neoliberalism which are 

representative of the body of critical literature extant on neoliberalism in general along with 

significant contributions by authors that provide an improved understanding of actual 

neoliberal policy, some key themes can be identified that emerge from the literature.  These 

themes will be applied to understanding regional policy development in neoliberal times in 

the case study of electricity policy in British Columbia, Canada.  The main analytical points 

arising out of the literature can be categorised as actual neoliberalism or actually existing 
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neoliberalism, path-dependency, state interventionism, deregulation-reregulation, and 

theory-practice discrepancy.  These various themes provide a deeper and more accurate 

comprehension of neoliberal policy than would initially be apparent to the observer or in 

terms of promulgated principles of conventional neoliberal theory.  The analysis contained 

within these themes will provide conceptual tools to investigate and analyse the actual 

neoliberal policy practice in the case study of the radical new electricity policy in British 

Columbia, helping to reveal how this jurisdiction responded to the forces of neoliberalism 

and globalisation. 

 

Actually Existing Neoliberalism 
 

As shown above, scholars specialising in analysis of neoliberalism have emphasised 

the necessity of examining actual neoliberalism in order to obtain a more accurate 

understanding of the practice of neoliberal policy formation and implementation, how it 

might vary from the claims of neoliberal ideology (Brenner & Theodore, 2002; Peck & 

Tickell, 2002; Jessop, 2002; Cahill, 2014).  As already observed, Brenner and Theodore use 

the term ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ to refer to the ‘embeddedness’ of individual 

neoliberal projects in a particular context of institutional, policy, regulation and political 

forces whether at the local, regional or national levels.  For Brenner and Theodore, it is 

essential to understand the relationship between the pre-existing regulatory regime and the 

introduced neoliberal project in light of dynamics particular to each location that new 

projects must negotiate (Brenner & Theodore, 2002:357-362).  The implication is, then, that 

there is both a need to utilise a case-study method of actual examples of neoliberal policy to 

expand the theoretical understanding of neoliberalism and the need to apply a certain 

methodology within the case study to expose the particularities of each case.  Stephen 
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Collier, in applying his method of a ‘technical’ approach, recommends further, that it is 

important to separately identify the neoliberal ‘technical mechanisms’ that are part of the 

broader ‘political project’ which helps to demonstrate the particular ‘neoliberal’ shape of an 

actual neoliberalism (Collier, 2005:1-5).  This research project is part of that challenge to 

examine specific cases of neoliberal policy in order to draw out the particular neoliberal 

factors that influence new policy. 

As covered earlier in viewing the evolutionary development of analysis on neoliberal 

policy, the term ‘variegated neoliberalisation’, used by Brenner, Peck and Theodore, 

furthers the concept of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ with its emphasis on the variegated, 

‘systematically uneven’ nature of processes of ‘market-oriented regulatory restructuring’.  

The continuous waves of neoliberalisation build on differing, ‘uneven’, institutional terrains 

specific to different locations, thus rendering variegation of neoliberalisation in the larger 

historic-geographic picture.  This theoretical proposition is designed to help counter the 

misconception of homogeneity in neoliberal policy (Brenner, Peck & Theodore, 2010:1, 3).  

A relevant question, then, arising from this theme is how unique was the case of neoliberal 

electricity policy in British Columbia in the 2000s; to what extent does this case of neoliberal 

policy illustrate the variegation of neoliberalisation? 

 

Path Dependency 
 

A further theme that emerges from some of the literature on neoliberalism is that 

actual neoliberal-type policies take on a particular shape because they are subject to 

existing social, economic and political dynamics of that place at that time.  In the creating of 

policy governments must work within a legacy of existing forces pertinent to that particular 

jurisdiction, sometimes called ‘path-dependency’, referring to a pathway that policy-makers 
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can be relatively constrained by, of historic forces pertinent to that place and which, 

inversely, can help mould the policy. In refuting the reality of a singular neoliberal policy 

model in terms of policy results, Brenner and Theodore write that there is not a ‘one-size-

fits-all’ as neoliberal ideology would claim.   In fact, ‘extraordinary variations’ occur because 

neoliberal reforms are imposed in very different contexts of institutional and policy 

complexion, not identical environments (Brenner & Theodore, 2002:353).   

The theme of ‘path-dependency’ is integrally related to the previous theme of 

actually existing neoliberalism.  The ongoing influence of path-dependency on policy 

formation indicates the importance of examining path-dependency for this research project.  

A key lesson for this study, then, is to include an analysis of the impact of pre-existing 

political-economic conditions, what they were and how much they influenced the direction 

of the new radical electricity policy in British Columbia.  As part of this, it is proposed that 

the actual case of neoliberalism under examination of electricity policy in British Columbia, 

will reflect to a degree geographic-specific pre-existing circumstances, that is, a particular 

path-dependency.  

As identified in the literature survey earlier, there is potential conflict and tension in 

the interplay between older and new factors in the context of new neoliberal policy because 

of the pathway of pre-existing factors the new policy must negotiate.  An associated 

expectation, then, in the examination of electricity policy in British Columbia, is that there 

could be some level of contestation between the established and the new political-

economic forces.  Related to the possibility of possible conflict, some theorists of 

neoliberalism have raised the issue of the impact of neoliberal policy and neoliberal 

ideology on democracy.  In consideration of this theoretical point, a further question to 

examine in the present case study is what role did the public sphere have in the policy 
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formation, or what scope was there available to the public sphere for participation in the 

public policy? 

 

State Interventionism 
 

A number of analysts of neoliberalism have highlighted the fact that, contrary to 

certain neoliberal ideology that promotes ‘small’ or ‘less government’, the state continues 

to play an interventionist role in maintaining a particular economic and social formation 

albeit in a changed way.  For example, Brenner and Theodore write of a ‘dramatic 

intensification’ of the use of ‘coercive, disciplinary forms of state intervention’ to achieve 

market rule across the social realm (Brenner & Theodore, 2000:352).  Bob Jessop writes that 

the neoliberal project involves ‘enhanced state intervention’ for creating the governance 

necessary for the market-oriented, globalising economy (Jessop, 2002:454).  

In his extensive exploration of neoliberalism, Damien Cahill also argues that in 

actually existing neoliberalism, compared to the utopian vision, the state plays a crucial role 

in providing for the existence of markets through a system of regulation.  Cahill emphasises 

that the state has always played a necessary role in each stage of capitalism although the 

appearance is that states and markets are ‘separate and antithetical spheres of human 

activity’.  Drawing on Karl Polanyi and others Cahill states that the economy is always 

‘embedded’, particularly in neoliberal times, that ‘markets and economic processes more 

generally are socially constructed’ (Cahill, 2014:27,58-73).  Also, extracting from the works 

of Karl Polanyi, along with Geoffrey Underhill, David Levi-Faur argues that the existence of 

‘efficient markets’ is not outside of the state and society and that such markets require 

‘strong regulatory frameworks’ (Levi-Faur, 2005:14). 
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In light of the above theorists’ claims of significant state intervention in neoliberal 

times, an important focus for this project’s regional policy case study in British Columbia is 

to investigate the research findings for evidence of state interventionism.  In this vein, it is 

necessary to ask what role the British Columbia state played in achieving the goal of its new 

neoliberal-style electricity policy. 

Also arising out of the literature, is the observation that a part of continuing state 

intervention in the neoliberal era is the occurrence of significant state reregulation which is 

the next theoretical theme.  The inconsistency between the utopian view of neoliberalism 

and actual neoliberalism in terms of state involvement is an example of the final theoretical 

theme entitled ‘Theory-practice discrepancy’. 

 

Deregulation and Reregulation 
 

One of the common terms associated with neoliberalism is deregulation, a term 

used to mean the removal of regulation from certain policy areas, an un-regulating so to 

speak, to make room for the market to determine the allocation of resources where 

regulation set by government previously controlled the distribution of resources.  The 

market is seen as a superior arbiter of resources to government regulation and by extension 

better for society at large.  However, in many cases, it can be seen, on closer examination, 

that states, rather than deregulating and reducing the overall degree of regulation, have 

actually engaged in reregulating, replacing old regulations with new ones and not 

perceptibly reducing the overall quantity of regulation.  As David Levi-Faur points out, there 

is an incongruity between neoliberal policy theory and practice in which neoliberalism 

ideologically ‘promotes deregulation’ while practically it ‘promotes … regulation’ (Levi-Faur, 
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2005:14).  John B. Braithwaite calls it the ‘myth of deregulation’ and rejects the claim by 

some theorists of a ‘hollowed out’ state (Braithwaite, 2005:8, 12, 35).   

Given the literature’s conclusions, then, regarding reregulation as part of continuing 

state intervention the case study of British Columbia electricity policy will seek to explore 

the degree to which reregulation, along with active state engagement, occurred 

notwithstanding that the policy involved implementation of market-oriented or neoliberal-

style policy. 

 

Theory-practice Discrepancy 
 

In the theoretical themes profiled above two neoliberal theory-practice 

contradictions have been raised, that between neoliberal ideology of small or less 

government and the actual practice of vigorous state intervention and the gap between the 

ideological tenet of deregulation and the actual policy practice of significant reregulation.  In 

light of the reviewed theorists’ conclusion that a discrepancy exists between neoliberal 

theory and actual practice an implication for this case study is how the “real” character of 

the 2000’s neoliberal electricity policy in British Columbia differs from neoliberal theory and 

neoliberal political rhetoric, or to what extent the findings of this case of actually existing 

neoliberalism reveal a disparity between neoliberal theory principles and actual policy 

practice. 

 

The next chapter presents a review of literature regarding the history of 

neoliberalism in British Columbia.  Its purpose is to provide an historic political-economic 

context in which to situate the project’s case study of actual existing neoliberalism regarding 
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electricity policy changes in British Columbia in the 2000s.  The following chapters, Four to 

Seven, will present this regional case study of neoliberal policy.  

 

 

 



                                                                         Chapter Three – History of Neoliberalism in British Columbia                                                                            
 

59 
 

CHAPTER THREE - HISTORY OF NEOLIBERALISM IN BRITISH COLUMBIA 
 

 

Introduction 
 

The focus of this research project is neoliberal electricity policy changes in British 

Columbia in the 2000s.  However, the policy transformation can best be understood when 

situated in a framework of the overall development of neoliberalism in the province.  Having 

viewed neoliberalism in British Columbia in general it will be possible, then, to see where 

the more specific case of neoliberal electricity policy fits in.  This chapter will provide such a 

background of the two main waves of neoliberal policy in British Columbia that occurred, 

one in the 1980s and the other in the 2000s.  Following the historical survey of the 

province’s neoliberalism a critique will be made of key authors’ interpretations of the 

emergence and development of these policy and governance changes.  Finally, there will be 

a review of the limited existing literature which has focussed on the radical, neoliberal 

electricity policy changes of the 2000s.   

The earlier, ‘restraint’ period of the 1980s can be characterised more as ‘roll-back’ 

type neoliberal policy, in which changes such as reduction in social services are 

implemented.  The later period in the 2000s approximates more of what is called ‘roll-out’ 

neoliberal policy typified by deregulation and privatisation although it was also 

accompanied by ‘roll-back’ neoliberal policy. 

There have been two somewhat distinct economic periods in British Columbia since 

the Second World War: the post-World War II Keynesian period of the 1950s and 1960s and 

the globalisation period beginning in the 1970s and continuing into the twenty-first century.  

What becomes apparent in the history of neoliberalism in British Columbia is that neoliberal 

policy starts to take shape as the economy is transforming under the impact of global forces. 
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As part of understanding the region’s political-economic development of neoliberal policy, it 

is useful to first briefly review the era of massive economic-social development that 

preceded neoliberalism in British Columbia.   

 

Post-world War II Province Building 
 

Beginning after the Second World War and through the 1950s and 1960s the British 

Columbia state invested heavily in economic and social growth.  This was an era of massive 

province-building during a political period that was dominated by the Social Credit Party and 

its leader, W.A.C. Bennett who were in power 1952-1972.  The preceding Liberal-

Conservative Coalition, governing from 1941 to 1952, laid the foundation for the provincial 

development but it was Bennett and the Social Credit government that significantly 

escalated industrial growth in British Columbia (Wedley, 1990-1:58).  While Premier Bennett 

and the Social Credit Party subscribed to a political philosophy that favoured  free enterprise 

and were very hostile to socialism (Phillips, 2010:112), the unbroken series of Social Credit 

governments of 1952-1972 carried out policy that introduced large infrastructure projects, 

particularly transportation, and investment incentives for the private sector to open up 

development of natural resources in rural areas particularly northern British Columbia 

(Wedley, 1990-1:58;Taylor, 2012:35-6).  Included was the nationalisation of private power 

companies to form BC Hydro in 1962 which undertook an expansive dam and reservoir 

hydro-electricity system.  The Social Credit governments also created a provincially owned 

ferry company and expanded social services (Phillips, 2010:121).   

The interior of British Columbia was rich with resources that fetched high prices in 

international markets, contributing strongly to prosperous economic growth in the province.  

There were new mines, sawmills, pulp and paper plants and petroleum and natural gas 
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development (Wedley, 1990-1:58). One goal of Bennett and the SoCreds (Social Credit 

Party) was to distribute settlement and industrialisation evenly across the province (Wedley, 

19990-1:65-6).  The long ‘capitalist boom’ that ensued after the Second World War deeply 

enriched the province, the international capitalist class invested in the province and the 

local entrepreneurial class including Premier Bennett and his son Bill who would be the next 

social Credit premier (Persky, 1989:5).  However, recessionary economic conditions 

beginning to take shape globally in the early 1970s, marked in particular by the oil crisis, 

came to inflict a punitive impact on the regional resource-dependent economy that was so 

reliant on international markets (Carroll & Ratner, 1989:37).   The end of the post-war boom 

also concluded the long political installation of the Social Credit Party and Premier Bennett 

after twenty years of uninterrupted governing.  Ironically, the expansionist policies of 

Premier Bennett which brought industry and a unionised work-force to rural areas of the 

province also helped to spread political and social expectations more compatible with the 

New Democrat Party’s welfare state orientation (Phillips, 2010:112).   

It was the New Democrat Party, elected in 1972, that first had to grapple with 

changing international economic conditions, the ‘initial convulsion of capitalist contraction’.  

However, the New Democrat Party attempted to maintain a Keynesian approach to 

economic-social policy, which included the socialisation of auto insurance, even though the 

business class, the Social Credit opposition and the media ‘vigorously attacked’ the New 

Democrat Party’s ‘modest welfare state’ policy (Persky, 1989:5). 

 

Part I   History of Neoliberalism in British Columbia 
 

Two main waves of neoliberalism can be identified in British Columbia, occurring in 

the 1980s and 2000s.  The first stage of clear neoliberal policy began 1982-3 under the 
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Social Credit Party with another surge in 1987 also under a Social Credit government.  The 

next major stage of neoliberal policy came considerably later, in the 2000s, with the election 

of the rejuvenated Liberal Party in 2001.  The two stages of neoliberalism, separated by 

nearly a decade and a half, are both characterised by extreme changes in economic, political 

and social policy which triggered strong social and political resistance.  The first period of 

neoliberal policy that was ushered in in the early 1980s came as the British Columbia 

economy was seriously faltering under recessionary global forces. 

 

1980s Neoliberalism 
 

The radical new neoliberal policy introduced through the Social Credit budget in 

1983 is regarded as the real beginning of neoliberal policy in Canada, ‘Canada’s first 

extensive neoliberal transformation’ which made British Columbia a ‘… learning lab for 

neoliberal policy innovation’ in Canada (Richmond & Shields, 2011:217,221).  The new 

neoliberal policy has been assessed as being more extreme than Margaret Thatcher and 

Ronald Regan’s policies (Pilon, 2015:284).  

The collapse of international resource markets had an immediate deleterious impact 

on British Columbia government income.  By this time W.A.C. Bennett’s son was the Social 

Credit premier who, unlike his father, faced a province mired in an ‘international crisis’ with 

unemployment reaching 15% by the mid-1980s (Persky, 1989:4; Resnick, 1987:15).  The 

Social Credit government’s approach was to adopt an austere neoliberal roll-back approach 

in ‘fixing’ the budget (Carroll & Ratner; 1989:37).  Beginning with its 1982 ‘restraint’ budget 

the Social Credit government introduced government program cuts and public sector wage 

restrictions.  In 1983 Bill Bennett’s government introduced twenty-six bills which would 

begin to significantly dismantle the Post-World War II Keynesian economic-social framework 
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of the province.  ‘Sweeping cuts’ were included along with a new, roll-out neoliberal 

regulatory regime of deregulation, privatisation and contracting out (Pilon, 2015:290).  

Elected municipal governments and school boards and other bodies lost their authority 

which was moved to government and social and human right tribunals were reduced 

(Resnick, 1987:14; Carroll & Ratner, 1989:37).  Corporate and small business taxes were 

reduced while changes were made to the Labour Code making it harder for unions to 

organise new members (Resnick, 1987:14, 15).    Bill Bennett’s government also privatised 

resource companies that the 1970s New Democrat Party government had purchased 

(Phillips, 2010:114).  While downsizing of government expenditure, ‘restraint’, continued in 

the following 1984 and 1985 budgets, in contrast, the Social Credit government also 

engaged in mega project infrastructure building including a major new rural highway and 

the Vancouver Sky Train system as part of the 1986 Expo facilities (Resnick, 1987:14,15).  

Michael Walker, Director of the Fraser Institute, a new right-wing think tank 

established by the business community, was a key advisor to the Social Credit government 

in its radical new neoliberal policy making (Resnick, 1987:16-7; Richmond & Shields, 

2011:221).  The twenty-six bills were rushed through parliament transgressing 

parliamentary procedures and the government accusing any opponents as being ‘enemies 

of democracy and economic progress’ (Resnick, 1987:14; Richmond & Shields, 2011:233).  

For the government, economic growth and public spending were viewed as incompatible 

and the public sector seen as mostly inefficient and unproductive when compared with the 

private sector (Resnick, 1987:13-14).  Premier Bennett expressed that the government 

needed to ‘”take a common sense … (and) … practical approach”’ to state spending in the 

“new economic reality” (quoted in Richmond & Shields, 2011:219).  However, because the 

province had experienced budget surpluses in the previous ten years Resnick concludes that 
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the Social Credit’s radical approach to fixing the province’s new situation had a ‘hidden 

ideological agenda’ (Resnick, 1987:13-4).  

Within months of introducing the new radical policy the province was embroiled in 

political crisis and polarised to a degree not seen since the Great Depression (Richmond & 

Shields, 2011:218).  A growing province-wide opposition movement of unions and 

community groups was taking shape with the prospect of culminating in a general strike, a 

reflection of how the government’s vast range of new policies had shaken the very socio-

economic fabric of British Columbia (Richmond & Shields, 2011:218).  While a formidable 

force, the Solidarity Coalition resistance movement has been assessed as essentially 

‘defensive defiance’, limited in its vision and at best only managing to postpone the 

neoliberal agenda (Richmond & Shields, 2011:232-3). 

Later in the 1980s, the new Social Credit premier, Bill Vander Zalm, continued the 

austere neoliberal policy agenda with the introduction in 1987 of two new pieces of 

legislation, Bills 19 and 20, which constituted a direct attack on unions (Persky, 

1989:105,106).   The new labour code gave increased power to employers with one ex-

senior Social Credit bureaucrat calling Bill 19 an ‘act of legislative violence’ (quoted in 

Persky, 1989:120).  The government rationalised the new laws as being in the interest of 

‘workplace democracy’ and the ‘competitive market economy’ (Carroll & Ratner, 1989:42-

3).  This later stage of neoliberal policy in the 1980s has been assessed as starting a 

significant restructuring of the state and introducing a new hegemonic project, a 

‘Thatcherite break’ from the pre-existing social contract (Carroll & Ratner, 1989:37,43). 

The two new labour bills triggered a backlash from the union movement but of much 

smaller proportions than the 1983 Solidarity movement.  A day of protest was held during 
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which one-quarter of the province’s work-force stopped work for the day (Carroll & Ratner, 

1989:44).  The province’s unions also boycotted the new Industrial Relations board. 

In the same year, the Social Credit government established the Privatization Task 

Force whose mandate was to evaluate the feasibility of privatising crown corporations.  As a 

result, BC Gas, a part of BC Hydro, was sold off in 1989 and in 1991 Westech Information 

Systems, also a part of BC Hydro, was sold off. 

Four years later, in the next provincial election in 1991, the Social Credit Party was 

resoundingly defeated and the New Democrat Party elected as government.  With the Social 

Credit Party’s loss of legitimacy due to its neoliberal policies of the 1980s and various 

scandals the other side of the province’s political divide, the ‘left’ New Democrat Party, was 

elected to government (Pilon, 2015:292).  The victory for the New Democrats ushered in a 

period of rule which would last ten years and represented a break in the type of overt 

neoliberal policy introduced by the Social Credit governments in the 1980s.  In Carroll and 

Ratner’s assessment, the two New Democrat governments (elected 1991 and 1996) 

generally adapted to neoliberal restraint but without advancing the neoliberal agenda as 

such.  The 1996-elected New Democrat government invested in some major infrastructure 

projects (Carroll & Ratner, 2007:51) and in general the New Democrat Party period was a 

‘significant shift to the left’ in certain social and labour policy areas (Haddow & Klassen, 

2006:176).  Overall, though, the province’s social democrat party is viewed as not offering 

an alternative to neoliberalism (Carroll & Ratner, 2007:51; Blake, 1996:6).   

Part of the New Democrat Party’s non-neoliberal approach to governing was its 

attempt to break from the British Columbia polarised left-right political tradition.  The New 

Democrat Party’s goal was to ‘promote a non-adversarial and cooperative culture’ for 

developing policy (Haddow & Klassen2006:153).  However, the centre-right Liberal Party, on 
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being elected in 2001, would reverse this collaborative approach preferring a ‘detailed 

market-oriented agenda’ and focus on efficiency (Haddow & Klassen, 2006:154,176). 

The New Democrat Party pursued a more social democratic agenda in the earlier 

years of the 1990s veering to neoliberal-style policy style in the latter years.  Traditional 

Keynesian-type policies included initiating a process for resolving First Nations land claims, 

freezing post-secondary education tuition fees, introducing the Forest Practices Code that 

contained new environmental standards, launching a number of new parks, establishing a 

renewed Labour Code to help restore union-business balance lost in the 1980s and bringing 

in the highest minimum wage in Canada.  On the other hand, more typical neoliberal 

policies that came later in the decade included reducing certain welfare rates and attacking 

welfare fraud (Carroll & Ratner, 2005).  From interviews conducted with state officials and 

New Democrat members of parliament of the 1990s New Democrat governing period 

Carroll and Ratner concluded that the government was significantly constrained in 

advancing a social democrat program and unable to avoid a neoliberal policy regime due to 

an overall global-neoliberal climate and a local hostile, pro-business media and aggressive 

capital class (Carroll & Ratner, 2005).   

During the New Democrat Party reign, the Liberal Party was emerging as a renewed 

political force, now the official opposition with the Social Credit Party all but non-existent 

(Phillips, 2010:117).  During the 1990s the newly fortified Liberal Party would take over the 

political right-wing role from Social Credit, becoming the ‘new vanguard of right’ (Phillips, 

2010:109) and preparing itself for government and the next wave of neoliberalism. 
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The Second Wave of Neoliberalism: 2000’s 
 

In a landslide victory, the Liberal Party came to power in 2001 all but wiping out the 

New Democrat Party.  Because only two seats were won, the New Democrat Party even lost 

official party status.  By 2001 British Columbia was in economic decline described as 

‘precipitous’ by one analysis.  Historically, British Columbia’s GDP per capita had sat above 

the national mean per capita.  By 1990, however, it had fallen to 98.2% of the national mean 

and by 2002 it stood at 89.4% of the national mean.  The ‘serious structural problems’ in the 

province’s economy included rapid loss of jobs and loss of investment in resource industries 

(Haddow & Klassen, 2006:155).  The situation enabled the Liberal Party to argue that drastic 

measures were necessary and that the government could no longer afford the level of 

public spending possible in previous decades.  This was a repeat of the rationale presented 

by the Social Credit government in 1983 which argued that significant ‘restraint’ was 

necessary in light of an economy under serious global pressures. 

The Liberal Party ‘carefully developed’ its election campaign program in close 

consultation with the British Columbia’s business community (Haddow & Klassen, 

2006:156).  Once in office the Liberal Party lost little time in implementing a broad range of 

neoliberal, roll-out and roll-back policies.  There were personal and business tax cuts, a 

three-year freeze in health and education sectors’ spending, an average of thirty-five 

percent decreased spending in other government areas and a thirty-one percent reduction 

of the public service equalling 11,700 government jobs.  There was also far-reaching labour 

market reform including restrictions in public sector education bargaining, (Haddow & 

Klassen, 2006:156-7).  Certain government services were privatised and social and economic 

aspects of government were deregulated.  BC Ferries management was privatised along 

with BC Rail, administration of the Medical Services Plan was outsourced and parts of BC 
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Hydro sold.  Medical services coverage was reduced and cuts were made to hospital beds 

and Pharmacare.  Hospitals and long-term care facilities were closed and thirteen schools, 

mostly rural, were shut down.  The government turned to public-private partnerships for 

building infrastructure such as healthcare facilities (Phillips, 2010:121; Camfield, 2006:13).  

Unemployment and disability benefits were ‘significantly reduced’, up to forty percent, and 

eligibility and access to advocacy and appeals regarding these benefits similarly limited 

(Reitsma-Street & Wallace, 2004:169). 

In healthcare, legislation passed by the Liberal government in the middle of the night 

introduced extensive privatisation of healthcare jobs by removing contracting out 

protections from union collective agreements (Camfield, 2006:13-14).  This roll-out 

neoliberal policy was assessed as “arguably … the most severe government intrusion into 

collective agreements in Canadian history” (Quoted in Camfield, 2006:14).   As a result, in 

2003-2004, housekeeping services in thirty-two hospitals and extended care facilities in 

southwest British Columbia were contracted out to the world’s three largest multi-national 

service corporations.   ‘(S)weatshop-like working conditions’  were instituted for the 

replacement workers.  This wave of healthcare service privatisation was larger than that in 

Britain and the United States (Cohen, 2006:626, 641). 

The Liberal government also launched radical neoliberal-type changes in rural policy 

rendering British Columbia ‘…one of the most rigorous sites of neoliberal policy 

experimentation in the world today…’ according to one evaluation (Young, 2008:2).  

Traditional institutions for rural development which had allowed for a social-economic 

contract between capital, labour and the state in the post-World War II period were 

demolished.  Corporate obligations to resource-dependent communities, local economies 
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and the environment were removed in order to facilitate resource companies integrating 

into the changing globalised economy (Young, 2008:30-31). 

Resistance to the Liberal government’s major neoliberal policy changes arose across 

the province.  The ‘welfare’ benefit changes engendered across-community protest and a 

constitutional challenge (Reitsma-Street & Wallace, 2004).  Some rural communities 

challenged school and hospital closures (Tenove, 2005).  The largest act of defiance and 

opposition came with the 2004 round of collective agreement negotiations between the 

healthcare unions and the Liberal government.   More than forty thousand hospital and 

long-term care facility workers went on strike and continued in protest action after being 

legislated back to work.  There was mounting community and union movement support 

with planned escalating solidarity work stoppages.  However, a ’concessionary settlement’, 

unpopular with many rank-and-file union members, stopped a mass strike from occurring.  

This labour and community dispute was reminiscent of the 1983 Solidarity movement 

(Camfield, 2006:10). 

After its first governing period of 2001 -2005, the Liberal Party was re-elected in 

2005 but with a significantly reduced majority.  The New Democrat Party regained its 

traditional popular vote of 42 percent, securing thirty-three seats (Pilon, 2015:301)’.  The 

austere neoliberal policy period of 2001 – 2005 now became somewhat tempered, at least 

in appearance, given the relative protest vote of the 2005 election.  On the surface, it 

seemed the Liberal government was entering a more restorative period with successive 

budgets focussed on particular social issues such as housing and the environment.  The 

Liberal government upturned its earlier anti-First Nations position on settlements and 

shifted in its previous hostility to public unions by negotiating new collective agreements, 

although with the teachers’ union not before two weeks of civil disobedience (Pilon, 
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2015:301-2, Carroll & Ratner, 2007:58).  On the environment front, the Liberal government 

passed carbon tax legislation in 2007, lauded as containing very respectable goals. 

In essence, however, a neoliberal agenda continued.  Tax cuts continued in the 

budgets and carbon reduction targets were undermined by low carbon taxes.  None of the 

major economic and social restructuring policies of the Liberal government’s first mandate, 

such as restructuring the forestry industry and weakening the labour code, were reversed 

(Pilon, 2015:302).   The new public union contracts were viewed more as buying labour 

peace for the upcoming winter Olympics and a result of over-flowing coffers from high 

resource export prices (Carroll & Ratner, 2007:58). 

On the health front in 2006 the Liberal government made an attempt to introduce a 

strategy of privatisation to the public healthcare system through a seeming public 

consultation process called ‘Conversation on Health’.  In his examination of the 

Conversation on Health, Alan Davidson concluded that the Liberal government’s aim was to 

co-opt the public and stakeholder groups to legitimise its already pre-determined goal of 

public-private healthcare (Davidson, 2008:34, 38).  Another new market-style policy route 

was the Liberal government’s active encouragement of private-public partnership for capital 

works projects, called ‘aggressive promotion’ by one analyst (Phillips, 2010:122).   

 

Part II   Review of Literature on British Columbia Neoliberalism 
 

In reviewing the literature that has focussed on neoliberalism in British Columbia, 

most of which is in the political economy framework, two periods of writing can be 

identified.  These two phases parallel the two main waves of neoliberal policy: the 1980s 

and the 2000s.    It stands to reason that close to their happening critical analysts would 

evaluate the two significant eras of policy change that caused major upheaval in the social-
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economic-political fabric of the province.  However, Richmond and Shield’s analysis of the 

anti-neoliberalism 1983 Solidarity movement published much later in 2011 is an exception.  

Their publication had the benefit of nearly three decades of hindsight as well as the more 

contemporary experience of the 2000s’ Liberal government’s neoliberal era along with the 

development of neoliberalism generally in Canada.  

A predominance of the literature reviewed that evaluates neoliberalism in British 

Columbia was published in the 2000’s indicating the significantly increased focus and 

understanding of neoliberal policy as this phenomenon of state action and response to 

globalisation advanced.  Several writings about the 1990s (Bernstein & Cashore, 2000; Blake, 

1996; Haddow, 2000) also signify a growing awareness among political economic scholars of 

global forces affecting policy in British Columbia.  However, this was the decade of ‘slowed 

down’ neoliberalism under the regime of the New Democrat Party, traditionally a social 

democrat party, before the province would experience the next ‘onslaught’ of radical 

neoliberal policy at the helm of the Liberal Party in the 2000’s.   

Some differences in analysis exist in the two sets of writings, reflecting the evolution 

of political economy scholarship.  In the earlier literature the stark changes to social-

economic policy by the Social Credit governments are referred to as ‘neo-conservatism’ 

such as a ‘neo-conservative experiment’ and the ‘consolidation of neo-conservatism’ 

(Resnick, 1987:3; Carroll & Ratner, 1989:46).  However, by the 2000s authors were using the 

term neoliberalism to refer to the radical new policy changes of both the 2000’s Liberal 

government and the 1980’s Social Credit governments (Young, 2008; Phillips, 2010; 

Summerville, 2010; Richmond& Shields, 2011).  The term ‘neoliberalism’ had not yet taken 

root in the 1980s and it would not be until later in the 1990s and turn of the century that 
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this term would gain currency illustrating the time lapse necessary for critical analysts to 

appreciate the historic period of neoliberalism that was unfolding. 

 

Neoliberal Policy 
 

A common assessment running through the two periods of writings is that both the 

1980s Social Credit neoliberal policy and the 2000s Liberal neoliberal policy were a response 

to changing global economic conditions.  Carroll and Ratner assert that the strong political 

action by the Social Credit government in 1983 with its neoliberal twenty-six bills was 

commensurate with the severe effect the global downturn had on the province’s resource-

export dependent economy.  The province’s political economy was more acutely affected by 

the global crisis compared to more manufacturing-based economies and there was more 

reason for the state to be ‘neo-conservative’ in its response (Carroll & Ratner, 1989:36).  

Haddow and Klassen write of ‘globalization induced’ policy changes in respect to labour 

market policy changes from 1990s to 2003 in British Columbia most of which occurred in the 

2000s under the Liberal government (Haddow & Klassen, 2006:176).  Nathan Young cites 

the ‘broader economic forces’, globalisation and the global economy in his analysis of the 

radical neoliberal policy changes occurring in respect to rural British Columbia economies 

(Young, 2008).  

On the political side, in terms of evaluating neoliberalism in the province, some 

writers, for example, Resnick (1987), Richmond and Shields (2011) and Pilon (2015), have 

posited that the historic left-right divide in British Columbia politics, which is deeper than in 

other Canadian provinces, helped to facilitate radical neoliberal reform policy being 

introduced, providing a more fertile ground than might otherwise have been in other 

Canadian jurisdictions.   As Richmond and Shields conclude, ‘BC was a particularly receptive 
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host to neoliberal ideals because it did have the sharpest left-right divisions in the country’ 

(Richmond & Shields, 2011:220).  Implicitly, this observation points to the theoretical theme 

of ‘path dependency’ which will be applied in the present case study to help comprehend 

the new neoliberal electricity policy introduced by the Liberal government in the 2000s. 

Another of the main interpretations of the two waves of neoliberal policy changes by 

the Social Credit government in the 1980s and the Liberal government in the 2000s is that 

they brought to an end the social-economic contract of the Keynesian welfare state that had 

dominated the Post World War II period in British Columbia.  ‘Internationalisation of capital’ 

and ‘competitiveness’ was weakening the provincial economy and undermining the Fordist 

formula the welfare state was based on.  Given the province had a well organised labour 

movement, Carroll and Ratner conclude that the Social Credit government in 1983 needed 

to introduce ‘”exceptional” coercive powers over the working class’.  In all, the ‘restraint’ 

period ‘… relinquished the legitimating capacity of the Fordist state …’ (Carroll & Ratner, 

1989:34-38).  Writing more than twenty years later, Richmond and Shields characterised the 

Social Credit’s twenty-six bills as ‘… a deliberate assault on many of the foundations of the 

established broad Keynesian social and political consensus …’ (Richmond & Shields, 

2011:218-9).   

Nathan Young considers policy change of the Liberal government in the 2000s, which 

fundamentally altered rural and community economies, to represent the end of a Fordist-

Keynesian foundation ‘… that has served as the province’s economic cornerstone since the 

Second World War’ (Young, 2008:4).  While Haddow and Klassen determine that 

‘retrenchment’ of post-World War socio-economic policy was more moderate than 

originally hypothesised, at the same time they conclude that the Liberal government in the 

2000s caused ‘… longer-term departures from post-war patterns’ with its ‘detailed market-
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oriented agenda’ rather than a short-term partisan swing in policy (Haddow & Klassen, 

2006:153,154).  Tracey Summerville, also analysing radical new 2000s rural policy in British 

Columbia, states that globalisation and neoliberalism brought to an end ‘the traditional 

province-building project’ that provincial governments post-war, particularly under the 

Social Credit premier, W.A.C. Bennett, had rigorously developed over several decades 

(Summerville, 2010:73, 74). 

 

Failure of Neoliberalism 
 

Some authors questioned the real motive behind the Social Credit’s neoliberal 

twenty-six bills given that the ‘restraint’ program did not achieve the government’s stated 

goals, and the shift that occurred in the class structure.  Stan Persky writes that there is ‘no 

evidence that “restraint” had been either necessary or useful’ and that it is hard to link the 

restraint program with economic recovery.  He argues that if there had not also been 

traditional, interventionist government spending on certain major infrastructure projects 

the economy would have been in far worse shape (Persky, 1989:17).   In reference to the 

1983 ‘restraint’ period being justified by the Social Credit government on the grounds that 

economic growth was incompatible with public spending, Phillip Resnick determines that 

there was a ‘hidden ideological agenda’ since there had been budgetary surpluses from 

1972 to 1982 (Resnick, 1987:13-14). 

 

Class  
 

Related to whether or not neoliberalism has been successful in accordance to the 

Social Credit and Liberal governments’ respective goals, a conclusion arising out of political 

economic analyses of British Columbia neoliberalism is that the two main waves of 

neoliberal policy had a key impact on the class make-up of the province.  In essence, power 



                                                                         Chapter Three – History of Neoliberalism in British Columbia                                                                            
 

75 
 

shifted more to capital, the private sector and management and away from labour, unions 

and communities.  For Persky, the Social Credit neoliberal program was more successful in 

‘restructuring the balance of power in favour of the entrepreneurial class’ than achieving 

economic growth (Persky, 1989:16).  Carroll and Ratner concluded that the 1987 Social 

Credit Bills 19 and 20 embedded a ‘…restructuring of the entire complex of state, capital and 

labor relations…’, an ‘alternative hegemonic project’, in favour of small business and the 

corporate capital fraction with global interests (Carroll & Ratner, 1989:36,43,48).    

  Similarly, in respect to the second wave of neoliberalism, David Camfield argues in 

his analysis of new, neoliberal health-care policy introduced by the Liberals in the 2000s, 

that the restructuring of health-care was ‘part of a much broader class project for reshaping 

state and society’ into what he describes as a ‘lean state’.  Camfield defines the ‘lean state’ 

in part as the decreasing of the number of government and public-sector employees, an 

increase in the number of employees who are lower paid and less secure and the providing 

of opportunities for private firms to profit from contracting-out (Camfield, 2006:12-13).  

In respect to the 2000s Liberal government’s ‘far-reaching series of neoliberal 

measures’ Stephen Phillips states that the Liberals had the backing of ‘leading business 

groups’ who provided essential funding that the British Columbia Liberals ‘are heavily 

dependent on’.  In the 2001 provincial election corporate donations comprised sixty two 

percent of the total $8.4 million funds raised and seventy percent of $13.1 million raised for 

the 2005 election with the biggest donors including chartered banks, investment firms, and 

forestry, mining and energy companies (Phillips, 2010:126-7,122). 

A shift also occurred within the capital class as a result of changes that occurred with 

neoliberalism in British Columbia from the 1980s to the 2000s.  There were competing class 

interests between different capital fractions: local entrepreneurs versus corporate-global 
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capital.  Carroll and Ratner write of the tension between small local capital such as in 

construction and services and large-scale resource capital with international connections 

(Carroll & Ratner, 1989:48).  The evolution of the political parties that held the centre-right 

wing position in the province’s polity reflect the shifting power balance within capital.  The 

earlier Social Credit Party that held power for most of 1952 to 1991 had been mainly 

supported by local, independent entrepreneurs whereas the Liberal Party which took over 

the role of centre-right wing from the Social Credit Party in 1991 was primarily supported by 

corporate and international capital (Phillips, 2010; Pilon, 2015) as the donations to the 

Liberal Party demonstrate. 

 

Role of the State 
 

As already mentioned, one of the themes in the literature reviewed in respect to 

neoliberalism in British Columbia is that the role of the state changed during the two main 

periods of neoliberalism in response to changing global conditions and their attendant 

impact on the British Columbia economy.  The state is no longer operating along corporatist 

lines of a government, capital and labour tri-party relationship, but is embodying more a 

government-capital relationship with the state increasingly facilitating capital accumulation 

while reducing its legitimation function. 

It is argued that the 1980s Social Credit austerity program pointed to the state 

reducing its legitimation function and increasing its function of facilitating capital 

accumulation (Richmond & Shields; Carrol & Ratner, 1989:38).  In respect to the Social 

Credit’s 1983 ‘restraint’ period Richmond and Shields conclude that the Social Credit budget 

was about ‘redrawing the public policy agenda’, shifting it from the legitimation function of 

the state such as social expenditures to focus on market forces that created a ‘climate 
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favourable to capital accumulation and business investment’ (Richmond & Shields, 

2011:219).  

However, what is missing in the literature is that the analyses do not emphasise the 

continuing role of interventionism in policy making in British Columbia since the 1940s.  In 

implementing neoliberal policy, the state has consistently remained interventionist as it was 

in the post-World War II Keynesian welfare state period although the relationships it is 

supporting are changing.  State interventionism is one of the key theoretical themes 

identified in the review of literature analysing neoliberal policy at a global level in Chapter 

Two.  The theme is highlighted as important to illustrate that governments, rather than 

contracting their role in the economy, becoming ‘small government’ as proposed in 

neoliberal ideology, rather, continue to be overt players facilitating economic activity albeit 

with an increased orientation to market-focussed economic policy. 

 

Contestation 
 

Part of the history of neoliberalism in British Columbia that is addressed in the 

literature is the resistance and opposition that arose against the radical new neoliberal 

policies.  This resistance was not surprising in the assessment of some analysts given the 

historic left-right divide in the British Columbia polity - British Columbia was more polarised 

than other provinces (Resnick, 1987:17) - that had existed since the 1950s.  This political 

division was reflected by the opposing political philosophies of the two main political 

parties, initially Social Credit and the New Democrat Party and then the Liberal Party and 

the New Democrat Party (Pilon, 2015; Richmond & Shields, 2011; Resnick, 1987).   

Class conflict became acute in both periods of radical new neoliberal policy in the 

1980s and 2000s.  However, neither challenge, in spite of nearing broad if not general strike 
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action, was regarded as being overall successful, able to halt either wave of neoliberalism.  

Richmond and Shield’s characterise the 1983 Solidarity movement as restricted to 

‘defensive defiance’ which ‘… only limited, or postponed, the achievement of neoliberal 

economic and political goals’ (Richmond & Shields, 2011:233).   However, Phillip Resnick 

claims that although the Solidarity opposition mounted by the labour movement and 

community groups against the 1983 neoliberal twenty-six bills did not stop the legislation 

from going ahead it can still be regarded as successful in certain ways.  Apart from being a 

message to potential investors of instability in the province when radical neoliberal policy is 

introduced and resisted, more significantly, it sent a message to the rest of Canada to other 

neoliberal-leaning governments ‘… the potentially high price which would accompany the 

introduction of similar measures’ (Resnick, 1987:20). 

 

A Concluding Comment 
 

The literature that has been reviewed for this section on neoliberalism in British 

Columbia provides a clear picture of the two main waves of radical new neoliberal policy, in 

the 1980s under the Social Credit governments and in the 2000s under the Liberal 

government.  While there is some acknowledgement in the literature of the economic and 

political uniqueness of British Columbia, what is missing, though, is a full awareness of what 

has been called in the broader literature, ‘actually existing neoliberalism’, that neoliberalism 

plays out in different jurisdictions, as it did in British Columbia, in somewhat unique ways 

due to particular pre-existing conditions.  In Chapter Two the concept of actually existing 

neoliberalism was highlighted as a way of understanding that neoliberal policy takes on 

specific qualities in different places and at different times due to a ‘path dependency’ of 

social, political and economic factors particular to each place and time period.  In the case 
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study that follows in the next four chapters examining radical neoliberal electricity policy in 

the 2000s by the new Liberal government, the methodological and theoretical conceptual 

tool of actually existing neoliberalism will be applied to help throw light on this example of 

neoliberal policy.  

 

Part III   Neoliberal Electricity Policy 
 

Within the general history of neoliberalism in British Columbia is the more specific 

history of the neoliberalisation of electricity policy that brought the British Columbia 

electricity system from an all but totally public system to one that underwent significant 

privatisation in the 2000s.  The purpose of the current research project is the investigation 

of electricity policy under the Liberal government in the 2000s during which radical 

neoliberal electricity policy was introduced.  

The latest literature on neoliberalism which has been reviewed in the previous 

chapter (Two) and this chapter, including neoliberalism in general and that specific to British 

Columbia, will be applied to the literature which is particular to the province’s radical new 

electricity policy.  While not abundant, a certain amount of literature exists on the new 

neoliberal electricity policy.  From the outset, when the new Liberal government, elected in 

a land-slide victory in 2001, indicated that there would be radical change in electricity policy 

towards a market-style system, a few key researchers undertook analyses and critiques of 

proposed and implemented electricity policy changes.  These main researchers were 

Marjorie Cohen, John Calvert and Marvin Schaffer.  Over a period from 2001 to 2014, Cohen 

and Calvert singly and together authored analyses, sometimes commissioned by the 

progressive research organisation, the Canada Centre for Policy Alternatives.  John Calvert’s 

most comprehensive investigation was contained in a book published in 2007 called Liquid 
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Gold, Energy Privatization in British Columbia.  Marvin Shaffer examined the new Liberal 

government’s neoliberal electricity policy changes in a report, ‘Lost in Transmission: A 

Comprehensive Critique of the BC Energy Plan’ (2007), for the Canadian Office and 

Professional Employees Union 378 that represented employees most affected by 

privatisation of the province’s electricity system.  

The focus of the writings by the above authors was to dissect the new electricity 

policies as they were introduced, starting in 2002 with the new energy plan: ‘Energy for Our 

Future: A Plan for BC’.  These analyses concentrated on the respective and cumulative 

impact of each policy in the sequence of policy changes identifying contradictions and 

potential risks in terms of BC Hydro, the public utility, the costs and disadvantages for the 

electricity system as a whole in respect to generation, transmission and distribution and the 

effect on consumers, both business and residential.  The detailed, critical scholarship of 

Cohen, Calvert and Shaffer evaluating the new Liberals’ electricity policy is an important 

contribution to the literature and will be drawn on, particularly that of Cohen and Calvert, 

for the present case study of neoliberal electricity policy change in British Columbia.  

There are a few key arguments that Cohen, Calvert and Shaffer make in respect to 

the Liberal government’s radical new electricity policy which will be elaborated on later in 

the case study.  Cohen has characterised the Liberal government’s new electricity 

privatisation policy as stealth-like in its gradualness but nevertheless an extremely 

triumphant transformation of the British Columbia electricity system.  In respect to new 

pieces of electricity policy, Calvert and Cohen concluded that the Liberal government’s 2010 

Clean Energy Act particularly advanced the expansion of the private power sector with 

significantly increased demand on BC Hydro to purchase private energy.  Similarly, with the 

earlier policy, the 2007 Energy Plan, Cohen and Shaffer claimed it seemed to be totally 
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aimed at enhancing the private energy sector.  A main finding and conclusion of both Cohen 

and Calvert was a rapidly growing financial burden on BC Hydro with the Liberal 

Government’s new electricity policy forcing the utility to purchase unnecessary growing 

quantities of energy all from the private sector at inflated prices through lengthy, high-

priced Energy Purchase Agreements.   

While Cohen, Calvert and Schaffer’s research and findings inform this project’s work, 

the present case study provides an opportunity to build on and further their excellent 

scholarship by placing the example of British Columbia neoliberal electricity policy in a 

broader, global understanding of the neoliberalisation of policy.  This case study raises the 

question of what type of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ the Liberal government’s radical 

new electricity policy was, taking into consideration the inheritance of particular social, 

economic and political factors the government faced in implementing its new policy.  This 

approach allows for an appreciation of the uniqueness of neoliberal policy in a particular 

region, British Columbia.  The analytical concept of ‘variegated neoliberalisation’ is also 

applied which further advances the understanding of the new Liberal’s electricity policy by 

appreciating the differentiation and evolution of neoliberal policy across time and place.  

Through this investigative approach, the present research project will provide evidence for 

testing tenets of neoliberal theory as to whether actual neoliberal policy practice is a case of 

‘small government’ or state intervention and whether there is deregulation or reregulation.  

Additionally, the present case study will test the assumption that the market provides 

greater efficiencies for new neoliberal policy that shifts to a market-orientation. 

As introduced in Chapter One, this case study also includes the smaller-scale study of 

Ashlu Creek, a particular application of the Liberal government’s radical new electricity 

policy.  Adding to the methodology in this way in viewing the present case of actually 
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existing neoliberalism case at both a regional and local level provides for a more thorough 

understanding of the complexities of the political economy of the policy.  While John Calvert 

devotes a chapter in his book Liquid Gold (2007) to the case of Ashlu Creek, the present 

investigation provides originality by examining the local-level situation through the lens of 

actually existing neoliberalism.  It is important to show through this approach, incorporating 

the application of the concept of path-dependency, how pre-existing political-economic 

factors at a local level affected the regional-level electricity policy-making and contributed 

to a unique electricity regulatory regime. 

The literature reviewed for this chapter on the history of neoliberalism in British 

Columbia provides some lessons and insights that can be applied to this project’s case study 

of the Liberal government’s neoliberal electricity policy in the 2000s.  The literature reveals 

trends that occurred in both main phases of neoliberalism in British Columbia in the 1980s 

and the 2000s that could expect to be evident in the particular case of actually existing 

neoliberalism of 2000s electricity policy.  With both periods of neoliberalism there was a 

fundamental shift in the social-political structure of British Columbia, proving that the 

neoliberal policy of these two eras were essentially designed to alter social and political 

structures in the province.  In the case study of the Liberal government’s radically new 

electricity policy in the 2000s it will be analysed how the new policy contributed to this 

significant transformation.  A key aspect of the social-political-economic alteration that has 

occurred in British Columbia due to neoliberal policy is the changing role of the state.  The 

new electricity policy played a significant part in the state decreasingly being of a corporatist 

– government, capital and labour - model representative of the Keynesian period and more 

of a government-capital model in which the state’s traditional function of legitimation was 

shrinking.  The findings reflect the ending of the social-economic contract of the post-World 
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War II Keynesian welfare state and its province-building era.  The new electricity policy, 

moreover, was a manifestation of the changing global economic climate of the 

internationalisation of capital and the weakening of the provincial economy. 

Given the theme of class struggle, of a left-right political divide, that also emerges in 

the literature in respect to the implementation of neoliberal policy in British Columbia, a 

further, important lesson for the electricity policy case study is to examine the situation of 

contestation and resistance, and the impact these dynamics may have had on the trajectory 

of the radical new electricity policy.  It is proposed that the British Columbia government 

encountered this historical and embedded political and social force as part of the pathway it 

had to pursue in achieving its policy goals in electricity in terms of the class structure of the 

province.  The unfolding of the important social - political factor, of opposition to 

neoliberalism, also has implications for assessing neoliberal theory, abstract neoliberalism, 

compared to understanding actual neoliberalism at the government level. 

 

Having laid out the general development of neoliberalism in British Columbia a 

context has now been provided for the present research project which examines neoliberal 

electricity policy in British Columbia in the 2000s.  The following four chapters explore this 

case of actually existing neoliberalism which shows the importance of applying a framework 

of class, the role of the state and the region-specific political-economy pathway and brings a 

contribution to neoliberal literature. 
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CASE STUDY INTRODUCTION: NEOLIBERAL ELECTRICITY POLICY IN 

BRITISH COLUMBIA 
 

 

This case study of regional resource policy set in neoliberal times will examine 

electricity policy in British Columbia, Canada4 between 2001 and 2011.  In this time a 

significant shift in electricity policy can be identified as being a specific case of neoliberalism 

in concrete, specific practice, a case of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ rather than a 

theoretical abstraction.  This case study, then, is an opportunity to examine the impact of 

neoliberalism in an actual case of policy. 

The British Columbia electricity policy case study is examined in the following 

Chapters, Four, Five, Six and Seven.  The actual neoliberal policy case of electricity policy is 

best begun with an historical survey of the roots of electricity policy in British Columbia to 

help appreciate the political, economic and social influences that pre-dated the Liberal 

government’s introduction of radical, new, market-style electricity policy.  Chapter Four 

provides an evolutionary account of electricity policy in the province during the twentieth 

                                                           
4   In addition to analysing British Columbia electricity policy changes from a perspective of neoliberalism and 
globalisation, examination of the situation could be furthered by application of the staples theoretical 
approach of Canadian political economy (CPE).  It is beyond the scope of the current project to include staples 
theory analysis but this approach will be followed up on in a further study. As an indication of further research 
to be done, the following few points can be made.  The most recent stage of British Columbia electricity policy 
in the 2000s reveals the continuing significant economic role of ‘staples’ in regions of Canada.  Overall, Canada 
has a long economic history of primarily being a resource producing and extracting economy and a resource 
exporting country particularly in respect to the regions outside of the manufacturing hub of Ontario and 
Quebec (Froschauer, 1999:7).  In the Canadian political economy tradition, staples include the un-processed 
resources such as wheat and minerals as well as semi-processed items such as pulp and metal ingots.  
(Froschauer defines staples as: ‘...semi-processed resource products – pulp, metal ingots, minerals, frozen fish, 
pelts, oil – exported to become manufacturing inputs in an industrially more advanced country’ (Froschauer, 
1999:256 Fn)).  Electricity production is also defined as a staple and has been a key industry in the British 
Columbia economy since the massive development of hydro-electricity starting in the 1960s and continuing 
through to the 1980s.  In the 2000s, under the Liberal government, emphasis was placed on the electricity 
sector in a new way with privatisation and deregulation of the sector.  If Dam C, the last of the planned large-
scale public dams, goes ahead the new energy produced could mostly be absorbed by the proposed liquefied 
natural gas industry in northern British Columbia, another economic activity also a staple, a resource. 
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century in order to understand the antecedents of the Liberal government’s new neoliberal 

policy starting 2001 and potential extant factors that would come into play.   

Chapter Five presents a review of the recent neoliberal-style changes in electricity 

policy implemented by the Liberal government between 2001 and 2011.  Within this 

chapter the story of the Liberal government’s radical new neoliberal electricity policy, 

oriented to marketisation and privatisation, is presented.  It is shown how, through three 

major pieces of new policy, the Liberal government significantly transformed the region’s 

electricity system that had been in place for forty years while simultaneously maintaining 

the appearance of an integral public utility.  The chapter shows the outcomes and impact of 

the new neoliberal policy which remained concealed for a considerable number of years.  

From knowledge of the policy and its impact a picture starts to take shape of the economic 

and social interests being served and likewise the interests being disadvantaged, part of a 

changing role of the state and society structure. 

With the radical new electricity policy changes came contestation both at the 

provincial level and local level.  As with the earlier period of resistance in British Columbia 

with the first wave of neoliberalism in the 1980s, there was organised and strong opposition 

to the Liberal government’s neoliberal policy of privatising BC Hydro.  The political divisions 

that have historically existed in British Columbia were clearly manifesting.  

Chapter Six focuses on a local level dispute that arose with the Liberal government’s 

new neoliberal energy policy. This micro case study of a local situation at Ashlu Creek allows 

for a closer examination of the recent electricity policy changes.  Within the overall case 

study the micro-level inquiry is an examination of the impact of the new, twenty-first 

century electricity policy changes on a specific location in British Columbia.  The site of Ashlu 
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Creek, which falls within one of British Columbia’s regional districts, became a focal point of 

contested application of the new electricity policy involving various stakeholder groups.   

The Ashlu Creek micro-case provides an opportunity to further understand and 

analyse the economic, political and social dynamics of the new electricity policy at the 

provincial level, illuminating the neoliberal forces at play.  This micro case takes the policy 

from a provincial level in its national and continental context to a local district level where 

various stakeholder groups, reflecting different economic, social and political dynamics, can 

be viewed in an actual application of the new electricity policy.  ‘Ashlu Creek’ reveals a 

power struggle between the local community and regional district government on the one 

hand and private capital and the provincial government (state) on the other hand in the 

implementation of the Liberal government’s new neoliberal-style electricity policy. 

Finally, Chapter Seven consolidates discussion and analysis of the recent electricity 

policy changes in British Columbia, bringing together and elaborating on analytical concepts 

already raised in Chapters Four, Five and Six in respect to the new policy.  Conclusions are 

drawn to highlight the main findings of the case study in terms of this project’s political 

economic approach to understanding the Liberal government’s new electricity policy.  It is 

proven that there were fundamental differences between the actual electricity policy 

outcomes and the government’s ideological claims of benefits and the promulgated tenets 

of neoliberal theory.  The discrepancy between the practice and theory of neoliberal policy 

is explained by the class interests the state is serving, of capital accumulation, through 

neoliberalised policy. 
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The new, twenty-first century electricity policy changes will be examined in light of 

themes identified in the critical literature on neoliberal policy that was reviewed in Chapter 

Two.  A key concept identified in the reviewed literature which will be applied is ‘actually 

existing neoliberalism’.  It provides a methodological and theoretical approach for 

understanding policy in the neoliberal era (Brenner & Theodore, 2002:360,361).  This 

approach will be applied to assist in understanding the extent and type of neoliberal 

influence on British Columbia electricity policy formation and application in the 2000s.  

Central to the framework of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ is the premise that neoliberal 

policy, as distinct from the theory or ideology, is extremely variable as policy takes shape in 

particular places that have their own specific economic, social and political forces which can 

influence broader external forces.  As the story of Liberal government’s new neoliberal 

electricity policy unfolds it will become apparent how the policy took shape in a state-

specific way being subject to a ‘path-dependency’ of pre-existing factors along-side new, 

emerging global-neoliberal dynamics.   

In their article on ‘variegated neoliberalisation’ Neil Brenner, Jamie Peck and Nik 

Theodore emphasise that there is a process of neoliberalisation which produces a great 

variety of policy outcomes due to varying inherited regulatory ‘landscapes’ that occur in 

place and time (Brenner et al, 2010:3).  British Columbia’s story of privatisation of power is 

not dissimilar to the trend in many other western country jurisdictions of governments 

having nationalised power in earlier times, then moved to privatising in more recent times.  

However, British Columbia has followed its own trajectory and while it contains classic 

elements of general neoliberal policy it also has unique features which reflect the history of 

nationalisation of power in British Columbia and the British Columbia polity.     
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Analysis of particular policy processes and outcomes requires, then, an assessment 

of the context in which the policy arises.  In the policy environment, new power relations 

can emerge as more recent influences interplay with inherited economic, political and social 

factors. As a result, there is a potential for conflict, a situation that became evident in the 

present case study.  The question of public space raised in some critical literature reviewing 

neoliberal policy will be considered in the context of the new neoliberal electricity policy as 

to whether the public space, or democracy, was compromised in the British Columbia polity.  

This case study of neoliberal policy will also provide exposure of the neoliberal 

theory-practice contradictions of small government versus state intervention and 

deregulation versus reregulation.  While privatisation was a key factor in the new electricity 

policy significant state interventionism also played a key role.  The pre-existing electricity 

policy that was rescinded did not amount to a situation of deregulation but rather a case of 

reregulation.    Together, the application of the analytical concept of ‘actually existing 

neoliberalism’ and related theoretical themes, as outlined here, will significantly contribute 

to an understanding of the intrinsic complexity of recent electricity policy changes in British 

Columbia.  In addition, the Liberal government’s new electricity policy will be placed in the 

context of the overall history of neoliberalism in British Columbia and its themes discussed 

in Chapter Three.  The radical new electricity policy was not a sole instance of neoliberalism 

either in respect to Liberal Party government in the 2000s nor in terms of this region’s 

policy-making historically. 

Following Chapters Four to Seven which focus on the case study of British Columbia 

electricity policy in the 2000s, the final chapter, Eight, will extend discussion of the case 

study’s findings to a broader level.  Implications of the findings of this specific case will be 

drawn out for furthering an understanding of neoliberal policy in and the contribution this 
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case study makes to the body of literature on neoliberalism.  This example of actually 

existing neoliberalism, including the micro-level Ashlu Creek case, exposes the class nature 

of the Liberal government’s new electricity policy.  It is shown how the government was an 

active intervenor in creating and implementing electricity policy which served the interests 

of the private energy sector while dismantling an historically highly successful public utility 

which had efficiently served the public interest of British Columbia.  As a consequence, 

these findings provide a significant readjustment in the neoliberal framework in which class 

analysis tends to be over-looked in more institutional or governmental approaches. 
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CHAPTER FOUR - PRE-21st CENTURY ELECTRICITY POLICY 
 

 

Introduction 
 

Unfolding the story of electricity policy in British Columbia in its various phases prior 

to the radical neoliberal changes of the early twenty first century will provide an 

understanding of the shapes and trends energy policy underwent from the beginning of the 

electricity industry in the late 1800s to the 2000s.  With this knowledge, it will be possible to 

observe in the next chapter how the new, neoliberal- style electricity policy of the twenty-

first century, on the one hand, was radically different from previous electricity policy eras, 

but on the other hand, showed significant continuity.  The role of the state becomes 

prominent in twentieth century electricity policy as a succession of British Columbian 

governments took on the responsibility of a provincial-wide system of electricity for 

fostering economic development.  The state showed the foresight necessary for capitalist 

expansion in the province not present within the private sectors of the economy including 

the electricity industry. 

Part I of this chapter shows the transformation of the electricity system from private 

ownership to public ownership with a massive public expansion in hydro infrastructure.  

Part II lays out the beginnings of neoliberalism in British Columbian energy policy in the 

context of the changing Canadian national and U.S. electricity policy environments. 

  

Part 1   Private to Public Electricity Policy 
 

In the Beginning: Private Ownership 
 

Initial British Columbia government electricity policy reflected a philosophy of 

private ownership, common in the early delivery of necessary societal services in western 
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jurisdictions.  In this time, British Columbia was governed by Liberal and/or Conservative 

Party coalitions which would continue until 1952.  The two parties were not particularly 

different in either ideology or policy (Pilon, 2015:286; Phillips, 2010:110).  Water rights 

necessary for hydro-electric power generation, the primary form of power in the province, 

were granted by government to private companies.  The first hydro power plant was built in 

British Columbia in 1898.  Water was regarded as a public good, as it is today, and was a 

critical item that the government of the day had to transfer to private control for the 

necessary access for power generation.  With the size and hence potential profitability of 

the growing main city in British Columbia of Vancouver water rights were particularly 

secured by private interests around Vancouver, the major company being the English based 

BC Electric company, a company which will feature in the next period of nationalisation of 

electricity.   

BC Electric acquired much of its hydro-electric production capacity from taking over 

other companies in the area.  To avoid paying British income tax a new BC holding company 

was created under the BC Companies Act called the British Columbia Electric Power and Gas 

Company5 although British ownership and control remained.  As well as Vancouver, lower 

Vancouver Island and some large industrial customers were also profitable sources for BC 

Electric but the company was not as interested in rural and remote areas and users 

(Froschauer, 1999:178). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
5 The company will be referred to as BC Electric throughout this writing. 
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State Intervention: Public Ownership and Control 
 

Public ownership begins - pre-1960s  
  

By the end of the Second World War the British Columbia government had begun 

taking direct responsibility for production and transmission of electricity.  The BC Power 

Commission, created by the BC government in 19456, acquired small utilities and built and 

modernised production plants and transmission structures in order to bring electricity to 

rural and remote areas of BC (BC Hydro 

www.bchydro.com/about/company_information/history).    The scope given the BC Power 

Commission was all areas in British Columbia not served by BC Electric with just two 

exceptions7 (Froschauer, 1999:179, Fn 8).  By 1961 more than two hundred communities 

throughout the province were being served by the BC Power Commission (BC Hydro 

www.bchydro.com/about/company_information/history).   

The small rural and remote generating plants taken over by the BC Power 

commission were tied to resource industries for their income.   Given the private enterprise 

priority of the Social Credit government, power costs for these private customers 

subsequently fell as the public company assumed the costs of power generation and 

distribution capital (Froschauer, 1999:179).  The mixed public-private electricity system that 

emerged in British Columbia in the 1940s later underwent a second wave of public 

ownership and development in the 1960s. 

 

 

 

                                                           
6 The enabling legislation was entitled ‘An Act to Provide for Improving the Availability and Supply of Electrical 
Power’. 
7 The two exceptions were the Kitimat/Kemano, South Okanagan and East Kootenays areas (Froschauer, 
1999:179) 
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Public ownership entrenched - 1960s to 1980s 
  

Following World War II there was a long period of Social Credit governments that 

endured for twenty years from 1952 until 1972.  This Social Credit time of rule would be the 

political arena for an important new era of electricity policy.  The next stage in the British 

Columbia government assuming direct responsibility for electricity in British Columbia was 

the government’s acquisition of two private power companies, BC Electric and the Peace 

River Power Development Company, in 1961 to enable the development of the Peace River 

and Columbia River projects for electricity.  The Social Credit Party as the governing 

provincial party at the time was under the leadership of Premier W.A.C. Bennett.  

Paradoxically, it would be under the Social Credit Party a quarter of a century later, in 1987-

1988, that the provincial government would begin assessing the possibilities of privatising 

BC Hydro.  This move, however, would be delayed for nearly one-and-a-half decades due to 

an intervening change of government that had a social democrat orientation. 

Prior to the round of nationalisation of electricity in the early 1960s, the Social Credit 

government had created the BC Energy Board in 1959 to achieve cooperation between the 

public and private sides of the electricity industry for managing electricity generation and 

distribution throughout British Columbia (Froschauer, 1999:179-80).  In the mid-1950s 

Social Credit Premier Bennett committed to the development of an industrialised north for 

British Columbia around the Peace River basin.  Various resource and hydro rights had been 

offered to a Swedish industrial entrepreneur, Axel Wenner-Gren, on the understanding that 

water (for hydro-electricity development), mine and timber surveying would be conducted.  

Community resistance, which would be witnessed again forty years later with the privatising 

of electricity, erupted on the discovery of the deal government had made with the private 
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sector granting timber, mine and dam building rights to Wenner-Gren over a 40,000 square 

miles area (Froschauer, 1999:179-80).   

The northern project stalled for several years and this together with pressure from 

the federal government to undertake significant power projects on the Columbia River in 

south-central British Columbia, resulted in 1961 with the new BC Energy Board producing 

new policy for both the Peace and Columbia Rivers at Premier Bennett’s request 

(Froschauer, 1999:179-80).  The board’s chairperson, Gordon Shrum, concluded that the 

only guaranteed way of developing the north, was to nationalise both private utility 

companies, BC Electric and Peace River Power Development Company.  This move would 

also overcome the lack of agreement by BC Electric, a necessary urban customer, to buy 

potential power produced in the Peace River by the Wenner-Gren Group area.  Shrum’s 

rationale was that only the British Columbia government could secure money at a low 

enough interest rate to produce sufficiently cheap power.  Social Credit Premier W.A.C. 

Bennett agreed and both companies were nationalised.  The necessary legislation passed 

through parliament unanimously (Froschauer, 1999:181). 

This expansion of public responsibility for electricity was followed the next year in 

1962 by the creation of the BC Hydro and Power Authority which joined the BC Power 

Commission with BC Electric.  The means for building expensive, massive, hydro-electricity 

infrastructure and delivering power across the province to industry and residents were now 

firmly and legislatively in place.  The government took on a role that the private sector had 

been unable or unwilling to assume, to provide power to expanding industry in British 

Columbia.  Rather than let potential industry opportunities languish, the British Columbia 

government felt compelled to assume responsibility for large-scale electricity production 

and supply.   Governments assuming responsibility for electricity from the private sector 
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was part of a trend occurring across Canada to improve industrial and public access to 

power.  Referring to the Canadian provinces of Quebec, Newfoundland, Manitoba and 

British Columbia, Froschauer writes that: 

... at the provincial level, intervention occurred, in part at least, as a result of the 

failure of private firms to provide less profitable production inputs (e.g. providing 

electricity in less industrialized regions) even though such inputs were necessary in 

order to give momentum to industrial expansion’ (Froschauer, 1999:14). 

 

Although the move by the British Columbia Social Credit government to nationalise 

electricity was heavily criticised as rampant socialism in some quarters, in fact, the 

government was assisting a particular sector of the private sector by providing a very 

necessary resource for its development.  In his book on energy in British Columbia, John 

Calvert states that, unlike the private sector, it was the British Columbia government that 

had the foresight and financial ability to invest in and build a huge power infrastructure.     

At that time, the private sector simply did not have the capital required for – and did 

not want to incur the risks associated with - the huge capital projects Bennett 

envisaged.  Only the provincial government had the fiscal capacity and vision to take 

on this responsibility (Calvert, 2007:15). 

 

James O’Connor in a neo-Marxist framework argues that one important function of 

the state is to facilitate capital accumulation (O’Connor, 1973:6).  This certainly appears to 

have been an important motivation in the British Columbia case, where such state 

intervention only came after the state had failed to achieve its development goals through 

the private electricity sector.  The role of the state was multi-fold.  The government had a 

desire for developing industry in British Columbia: it understood what was required for 

developing industry in the province, in particular a certain level of electricity production; 

and it had the view that it would have to take on the responsibility for electricity production 

given the fractious nature of the private sector. 
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Although the strategy of electricity nationalisation was designed to assist industrial 

development in the private sector, capitalists were divided and the vice-President of the 

Canadian Chamber of Commerce, Howard T. Mitchell, expressed concern at the rapid 

growth of what he saw as socialism in British Columbia as indicated by the size of the public 

service and public ownership, control and regulation of a variety of infrastructure and 

resource enterprises (Froschauer, 1999:182-3).  In taking this stance, the Chair was 

expressing a narrow sectional interest view of the issue without a whole vision of British 

Columbia capitalism and did not understand that certain private capital interests were being 

served by the nationalising of electricity.  Premier Bennett did not have this blind-spot and 

saw his government’s role as utilising the powers of the state to harmonise the needs of 

capital within the province’s economy by providing cheap electricity to industry and 

consumers.  On giving assent to the legislation for nationalisation of the two private 

electricity companies, the Lieutenant-Governor, on behalf of the government, stated how 

important the new act was for the prosperous economic future of the province, confident 

that it may facilitate ‘… the greatest new cycle of industrial growth ever witnessed in British 

Columbia …’ (Government of British Columbia, 1961:8).  

Essential to the decision to advance public ownership of electricity in British 

Columbia was the Columbia River Treaty with the United States (U.S.) negotiated over a 

number of years from the 1950s to 1964.  The Columbia River, that the U.S. had already 

built several dams on in its lower reaches in the 1930s8, originates in British Columbia in the 

southern interior and the U.S. needed dams built on the British Columbia side upstream to 

help with the flow of water.  Frustrated with the ability of talks with BC Electric and its 

                                                           
8  The Columbia River empties into the Pacific Ocean at Portland, Oregon. 
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owner BC Power Corporation to achieve a treaty which involved the Canadian, U.S. and 

British Columbia governments, the provincial government stepped in and bought BC 

Electric, which became a cornerstone of the new public BC Hydro Corporation.  The Treaty 

provided for three dams to be built on the British Columbia side which apart from assisting 

U.S. electricity needs would provide for the generation of electricity for the forest and 

mining industries in British Columbia’s interior (Calvert, 2007:52-53).   

The second key force motivating the Social Credit government’s public ownership 

move in the early 1960s was the development of the Peace River hydro project.  The Peace 

River source also lies in the British Columbian mountainous north-east interior9.  Likewise, a 

major hydro development on the Peace River was regarded as meeting industrial needs 

particularly in forestry and mining in the surrounding region (Calvert, 2007:53).  Large 

payments by the U.S. to the British Columbia government under the Columbia River Treaty 

provided the necessary capital for constructing both rivers’ power infrastructure (Calvert, 

2007:52-53).  As with the Columbia River, Premier Bennett was committed to state 

ownership to provide cheap electricity and therefore surmounted the barriers posed by 

private enterprise by purchasing BC Electric.   

The nationalisation of BC Electric resolved a conflict of interest between two private 

enterprise sectors, the private power industry and the private industries of forestry and 

mining, two critical natural resource areas of the British Columbia economy ripe for 

exploitation.  The struggle between different sectors of capital in which there are competing 

or conflicting interests placing pressure on the state, is a repeating theme in the story of 

                                                           
9 The Peace River originates in north-eastern British Columbia flowing east to Athabasca Lake in Alberta and 
eventually into the Beaufort Sea. 
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British Columbia electricity policy and illustrates the role of the state in facilitating and 

harmonising capitalist development. 

Although, labelled socialist by critics, Premier W.A.C. Bennett and his party were not 

proponents of socialism but wanted to follow a practical path of overall economic 

development for British Columbia Calvert, 2007).  Bennett led Social Credit governments 

through 1952 to 1972 but had previously been a member of the British Columbia 

Conservative Party (Phillips, 2010:111).  As Bennett and his government recognised, 

different fractions of capital in British Columbia were essentially in conflict in pursing their 

respective interests.  These were antithetical to the broader needs of economic 

development in the province that Premier Bennett could envision and which his 

government enabled through the state. 

... B.C. Electric’s fiscally conservative, shareholder-focussed approach conflicted with 

Bennett’s larger vision of using cheap electricity for industrial development.  As well 

the fragmentation of both ownership and corporate objectives in the private sector 

undermined the possibility of creating a coherent province-wide electricity strategy 

(Calvert, 2007:54). 

 

With the act of nationalising electricity, the public BC Hydro Corporation proceeded 

apace with major power infrastructure developments including huge dams, vast storage 

reservoirs and hydro-electric plants, taking ‘...on some of the most ambitious hydroelectric 

construction projects in the world’ (BC Hydro 

www.bchydro.com/about/company_information/history).  On the Peace River major dams 

for power generation were built in 1967 and in 1980 together adding 3,425 MW new 

electricity capacity (Calvert, 2007:54).   To meet Columbia Treaty goals, three dams were 

built on the Columbia River in British Columbia between 1968 and 197310 mostly to store 

                                                           
10 The three dams built were Duncan in 1968, Keenleyside in 1969 and Mica in 1973. 
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water and control flooding for U.S. needs downstream but also to generate power11 for 

British Columbian needs (Calvert, 2007:54).  The construction in 1984 of a further dam12 on 

the Columbia River for electricity production essentially concluded the major electricity 

infrastructure building wave that continued over almost twenty years.  One further planned 

major project called Site C, to meet the falling power surplus, became a political football in 

the mid-1990s and was cancelled by the then New Democrat provincial government 

(Calvert, 2007:54-55).   

An integral part of the hydro power infrastructure system historically constructed 

was the creation of huge reservoirs in conjunction with the dams, allowing for the 

generation of power on an as-need basis for British Columbian consumers between lower 

consumption and higher consumption periods in daily, weekly and seasonal cycles.  While 

energy cannot be stored for future needs, the backup water resource provided for by the 

capacious reservoirs meant British Columbia was not reliant on purchasing power from 

British Columbian private or out-of-province suppliers at peak prices for meeting peak 

demands and could generate its own extra power as needed.  For the same reason, British 

Columbia was also in a position to exploit the best times for selling energy to its neighbours 

in Alberta and the U.S. at high prices.  Further, BC Hydro could limit reliance on its thermal 

natural-gas plant (Burrard Thermal) when gas prices were high.  Another advantage of the 

reservoir system was that BC Hydro could choose to restock the water volume at opportune 

market times for purchasing energy it would normally generate itself.  Most importantly, the 

water storage capacity facilitated a reliable energy supply to British Columbia consumers at 

low prices (Calvert, 2007:57-58).   

                                                           
11 Power was generated at the Mica dam. 
12 The Revelstoke dam. 
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With an ample surplus in the early years of hydro-power generation in British 

Columbia, the Social Credit government had decided to sell to U.S. buyers an additional 

supply it had available of electricity that was generated in the U.S. under the 1964 Columbia 

River Treaty between British Columbia and the United State.  This began a trend that later 

governments were resistant to relinquish given the significant income generated.  Under the 

terms of the Columbia River Treaty the British Columbia government had an option to either 

receive a quantity of free power generated on the U.S. side of the Columbia River or sell it to 

the U.S.  The sale of this power to the U.S. helped to provide necessary funds for the 

expensive British Columbia dam construction program.  Later, to meet the diminishing 

surplus in the short term, BC Hydro traded energy with Alberta and the U.S. (Calvert, 

2007:56). 

 

In summary, British Columbia in the post-second World War decades established a 

degree of ‘path dependency’ in electricity policy by embedding public ownership and 

control within a dramatically expanded electricity system.  This significant period of 

electricity policy that introduced large-scale nationalisation of electricity and heavy state 

investment in power generation, transmission and distribution occurred during the political 

period in British Columbia which was dominated by Social Credit Party rule.  This era 

stretched from 1952 to 1991 but it was the turn-about of Social Credit Premier W.A.C. 

Bennett at the beginning of the 1960s which defined the stark beginning of a very different 

electricity regulatory regime, of public ownership and control.  Up until then previous 

governments, including the earlier Social Credit ones, subscribed to the belief that private 

enterprise was the best means for diversifying the provincial economy.  Except for the state 

establishment of the BC Power Commission in 1945 British Columbia governments had 
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adopted a “free enterprise” approach to electricity production.  Although a harsh critic of 

socialism and an ardent advocate of free enterprise, by 1961 Premier Bennett had reversed 

his position of private responsibility for electricity and adopted one of full state control and 

ownership (Froschauer, 1999:177-8;).  Although Bennett had not been in favour of 

expanding public ownership, in the case of power he saw it as a practical step necessary for 

the development of the as yet un-exploited resources in remote parts of the province 

(Calvert,2 007:112). 

In general, Bennett ran ‘a pragmatic conservative government’ while making regular 

populist, anti-establishment type declarations that Social Credit stood for ‘free enterprise 

over monopoly’.  Bennett’s state interventionist change of heart was not restricted to 

electricity policy and extended to expansion of state-owned railways, formation of a crown 

ferry service corporation and an increase of social services (Phillips, 2010:112). 

During Bennett’s Social Credit period, a strong economic, social and political 

foundation of the power system developed that would be an ongoing challenge for 

‘neoliberal’ electricity policy-makers.  In the neoliberalisation process in the twenty-first 

century, electricity policy-makers would have to navigate this major component of its ‘path 

dependency’.  For example, there was the economic expectation by certain private 

industries that cheap electricity would be reliably provided for their ongoing profit-bearing 

activity along with the social expectation of household customers of ongoing very affordable 

energy.  This important part of the history of electricity policy in British Columbia also 

reveals the critical role the state played in creating a viable province-wide public system of 

affordable reliable supply of electricity for industry and residents. Explicit state 

interventionism provided for development of the province, harmonising opposing interests 

of different capital fractions and facilitating accumulation of capital.  
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Part II   Early Neoliberal Electricity Policy 
 

Beginning of Privatisation late-1980s 
      

By the end of the 1980s, electricity policy in British Columbia had begun undergoing 

change due to the influence of neoliberal ideology.  Social Credit was still in power at this 

point since its re-election in 1975 and would continue until 1991 when the New Democrat 

Party returned to power after a sixteen-year hiatus. The New Democrats remained in power 

over the ensuing ten years until the Liberal Party was elected to government in 2001.  While 

the massive hydro-electric infrastructure was now well in place for the reliable provision of 

cheap power throughout British Columbia, changes were occurring which provided 

challenges to existing government policies.  Importantly, the hydro-power surplus being 

generated was shrinking in the 1990s although the New Democrat Party provincial 

government cancelled a further major dam project, Site C Dam, in 1996 (Calvert, 2007:55).  

Froschauer maintains British Columbia, along with other provinces, cancelled further dam 

projects owing to existing surplus capacity but in respect to the proposed Site C Dam Calvert 

states that it had also become a sensitive environmental and First Nations issue (Froschauer, 

1999:5; Calvert, 2007:54-55).    

Under continuing Social Credit governance until 1990, the 1980s saw a restructuring 

of BC Hydro that created new subsidiaries: Powertech Labs to undertake testing and 

research services; Westech Information Systems to assume responsibility for computer 

services; and Powerex charged with looking after the trading of electricity (BC Hydro 

www.bchydro.com/about/company_information/history).  The Social Credit provincial 

government began shifting towards actual privatisation of BC Hydro in the late 1980s 

through several actions.  The Task Force on Privatization was initiated in 1987 to review the 
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possibility of privatising crown entities including BC Hydro, inspired by the popular 

privatisation wave sweeping England under Margaret Thatcher at the time (Calvert, 

2007:19).   

In introducing the new Task Force in the Throne Speech by the Lieutenant-Governor, 

1987, it was stated that the Social Credit government wanted to revitalise private business 

in British Columbia and remove government as a hindrance to enterprise: ‘… get 

government off the back and out of the way of the private sector …’.  A government 

minister was assigned the responsibility of privatisation (Government of British Columbia, 

1987).  As a result of the privatisation review, the government sold off BC Gas in 198913 

which had been part of BC Hydro, although to keep private control at a provincial level the 

headquarters and share owners had to be stationed in British Columbia.  Later, in 1991, the 

last year of Social Credit’s long reign, Westech Information Systems was sold off although 

the succeeding New Democrat Party government re-nationalised the company in the mid-

1990s (Calvert, 2007:19). 

Possibly the most significant step in the array of privatisation moves taken by the 

Social Credit government in the late 1980s in regard to electricity was the introduction of 

energy purchase contracts with private energy producers, a harbinger of things to come 

about fifteen years later when a more pronounced privatisation move by the British 

Columbia Liberal government occurred under a dominant neoliberal ideology.  Calvert 

                                                           
13 Thatcher appears to have been the first government leader to radically re-configure a jurisdiction’s key 

energy organisation.  The changes rendered, included removing the function of transmission from UK’s Central 
Electricity Generating Board and establishing three separate generating companies. Within short order two of 
the new generating companies were sold to the private sector.   The re-structuring and privatising of Britain’s 
energy were deemed a success although critics have credited the apparent success to the massive devaluing of 
state assets prior to privatisation and cheaper international fuel (Calvert, 1977:22).   
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argues that this new 1980s policy was very significant as long-term energy purchase 

contracts allowed for the public utility – BC Hydro – to subsidise private energy producers. 

While the amount of energy acquired was modest, the policy demonstrated how the 

Crown utility could be used to subsidize the development of private energy projects 

by awarding their owners long-term energy purchase agreements whose revenue 

streams would effectively cover the cost of the private investments involved 

(Calvert, 2007:20).  

 

The foundation for neoliberal policies was set in the 1980s via privatisation.  Through 

state intervention the door was opening further to private power producers, an opportunity 

for increased private investment in the electricity sector.  At the same time, it was the public 

sector that bore the private producers’ cost and risk through a state-supported enterprise.  

The specific irony of this initial move to a neoliberal agenda was that it was not a pure 

market model but a clear state protected neoliberal framework.  The government’s 

motivation for this policy change was to ostensibly move towards a market model, however, 

the private contractors were not subject to market forces, but protected from them.  The 

result of this paradox was that the cost per MWh (megawatt hour) of energy in these 

private contracts was much higher than the cost per MWh of power produced by the public 

BC Hydro (Calvert, 2007:21).  Since moving to the so-called market model did not generate 

financial efficiencies, did not make economic sense, in the cost of power generation, it is 

possible to conclude that the government’s motive was ideological or class-based rather 

than a pragmatic, productive choice for genuinely improving the power sector for the 

province.  

By 1990 sixteen such privatising contracts had been entered into as well as a long-

term purchase agreement with Alcan, a mining and processing company in British Columbia 

(Calvert, 2007:20).  With the growth of the private power producer industry, the 
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Independent Power Producers Association of BC was inaugurated in 1989 to represent the 

interests of private power producers, continuing today as Clean Energy BC.   

With the New Democrat party coming to power in 1991 a halt was put to any further 

private power contracts although the new government honoured pre-existing ones.  The 

New Democrat government only supported increased private power production for certain 

local areas where there was a shortage of publicly produced power.  In contrast to the 

previous Social Credit government, the New Democrat government’s goal was not to 

expand private power production as such but to achieve the necessary level of energy 

required in a certain region for industrial and household consumption.  The New Democrat 

government was also aware of the much more expensive cost of private energy production 

compared to that of BC Hydro (Calvert, 2007:21-22).  In general, the New Democrat 

government’s electricity policy in the 1990s varied from that of the preceding Social Credit 

government in the respect that it had a higher priority to preserve BC Hydro as a public 

utility.  The New Democrat government’s forays into neoliberal energy policy during the 

1990s derived mostly from its pragmatic goal of maximising the role of BC Hydro in a 

changing regional and global environment, not that of privatising and dismantling the 

province’s public power system.  Proof of this was the NDP’s re-nationalisation of West-tech 

Information Systems, a subsidiary of BC Hydro, which Social Credit had earlier privatised. 

A decade after the Social Credit privatisation task force of 1987 that included a 

review of the public status of BC Hydro, the New Democrat Party, initiated a comprehensive 

examination of the electricity system in 1997-98 conducted by the Task Force on Electricity 

Market Reform.  This initiative came after the New Democrat Party was re-elected in 1996 

and was experiencing a growing national and international environment of change in energy 

policy.  Representation on the task force was drawn from the major industrial and 
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commercial consumers, private power producers, public interest and environmental groups 

and the two main BC Hydro unions.  Although the Chair of the task force, Mark Jaccard, was 

in favour of deregulating BC Hydro there was not consensus.  The private power producers 

and some industry representatives agreed with Jaccard on further deregulation but major 

industry users and consumer, environmental and union representatives were opposed.  The 

opponents raised concerns about serious problems that had occurred with electricity 

deregulation in other jurisdictions, including California.  It was also felt that the BC Hydro 

system did not need fixing and that deregulation could undermine the utility’s success of 

providing secure, reliable, at cost-price electricity which was one of the cheapest in North 

America (Cohen, 2002:16; Calvert, 2007:27-8).  Although consensus, required in the task 

force terms of reference, was not achieved on deregulation, the task force’ review of BC 

Hydro was a pre-cursor to neoliberal policy changes the same New Democrat government 

would later undertake. 

A further important change signalling the potential onset of privatisation was the 

requirement in U.S. electricity trading agreements of the “de-integration” of BC Hydro 

which resulted in the late 1990s of the “unbundling” of BC Hydro into three separate 

entities of BC Hydro Power Supply, BC Hydro Transmission and Distribution, and the BC 

Power Export Corporation (Powerex).  The separation was viewed as necessary by the 

government to both provide wholesale transmission services for U.S. and local companies 

selling electricity in British Columbia and for British Columbia to sell electricity to the U.S.  

There was a requirement of the U.S. Federal Energy Regulatory Commission14 (FERC) for 

“non-discriminatory” access to monopoly power jurisdictions if FERC were to allow power 

                                                           
14 The Federal Energy Regulatory Commission is the key energy regulatory body for the U.S. established in 
1977. 
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selling by the monopoly in a U.S. region (Froschauer, 1999:6, 49).  Critics at the time of the 

decision concluded differently, that FERC’s expectations were an unnecessary intrusion into 

British Columbia sovereignty and not required under the terms of the North American Free 

Trade Agreement of 1994 (Calvert, 2007:29).   

By the time the de-integration restructuring of BC Hydro took place in the late-

1990s, the map of neoliberal ideology and corporate industry influence affecting British 

Columbia government electricity policy was showing to be one that stretched across both 

national and international borders.  To appreciate the impact of these two spheres it is 

important to describe the related policy changes occurring at both Canadian and U.S. levels. 

 

Part III   The Broader Neoliberal Scene: National and Continental Context 
 

British Columbia electricity policy cannot be examined in isolation from energy policy 

changes which were occurring both in Canada on a national level and south of the border in 

the U.S.  These changes were being shaped by a more pro-market framework for public 

goods and services set within a free-trade international perspective that was being driven 

principally by the U.S.  It is important to understand the “electricity picture” in the U.S. for 

as Cohen (2003), Calvert(2007) and Froschauer (1999) explain, changing U.S. electricity 

policy helped to shape Canadian provincial electricity policy in the 1990s and 2000s which 

would move closer and closer to a neoliberal agenda of deregulation and privatisation.   

Part of the broader context of British Columbia electricity policy has been several 

trading and investment agreements with other nations coming into place in the 1980s and 

1990s.  Electricity is a significant item for Canada included in all of these international 

agreements (Froschauer, 1999; Calvert, 2007; Cohen, 2003). 
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The Canadian Scene 
 

Under the Canadian Constitution Act of 1982 electricity generation, transmission and 

distribution are a provincial jurisdiction and international power trading and transmission 

lines are federal jurisdiction.  However, inter-province power trading is a joint federal and 

provincial responsibility (Froschauer, 1999:51).  This latter jurisdictional fact plays an 

important role in the development of British Columbia electricity policy both in terms of 

national energy policy and the federal government’s role in negotiating international trade 

agreements.  

The Canadian National Energy Program was a creation of the Liberal federal 

government under Prime Minister Pierre Trudeau in 1980 particularly designed to address 

the economic issues arising from increased oil prices in the mid-1970s.  Among its various 

functions the associated regulatory body, the National Energy Board15, had control over 

granting permits to provinces for trade in electricity with the U.S.  By the late 1980s, 

however, the federal Conservative government under the helm of Prime Minister Brian 

Mulroney had weakened the National Energy Program while at the same time shifting 

electricity to the continental realm with the U.S. through the 1988 Canada-US Free Trade 

Agreement that included electricity within the agreement’s ambit (Froschauer, 1999:11). 

In an international ideological context, “free-market policies” reached Canada at the 

national government level particularly with the election in 1984 of the Conservative Party to 

the federal government and Brian Mulroney as prime minister.   Both Margaret Thatcher in 

Britain and Ronald Reagan in the U.S., with their respective market policies, were the key 

sources influencing the new federal government.  Energy had become a highly valued 

                                                           
15 The National Energy Board is the key federal energy regulatory body for Canada established in 1959.   
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resource, a tradeable commodity, in the eyes of U.S. interests, and the Mulroney 

government quickly began facilitating the opening of Canadian energy to a continental 

purview with the aim of privatisation (Froschauer, 1999:11).   

The commencement years of the North American Free Trade Agreement, that 

extended the earlier Canada-U.S. Free trade Agreement to Mexico16, and the General 

Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS) are almost identical, 1994 and 1995 respectively.  

GATS is part of an evolution of global economic relations that began with the General 

Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT) in 1947, an agency of the United Nations, 

established to assist countries in recovering from the ravages of the second world war and 

generally contribute to increased world economic stability.    The main means of achieving 

the GATT mission was the substantial reduction of tariffs and other trade barriers and ‘...the 

elimination of discriminatory treatment in international commerce...’.  Canada, along with 

twenty-two other countries including the United States, was an original signatory to the 

GATT (The General Agreement on Trade and Tariffs, 1947:3).  Nearly fifty years later the 

GATT was absorbed into a new global organisation, the World Trade Organisation (WTO), 

formed in 1995 out of the last round of GATT negotiations which were strongly influenced 

by the U.S. federal government’s push for a more formal, powerful comprehensive 

organisation.  Today the WTO has a total country membership of 153.  With the WTO 

formation, two important changes took place distinguishing the WTO from the GATT and 

indicating the increasing trend in globalisation of economic activities.  The WTO was an 

institutional body whereas the GATT was an agreement among nation members.  Secondly, 

                                                           
16Interestingly, when Mexico joined the free trade agreement with Canada and the US under NAFTA it refused 

to include electricity in the schedule of domestic goods and services that it was prepared to subject to trade 
(Froschauer, 1999:48). 
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negotiations were extended from trade in goods to that in services (including electricity) 

and intellectual rights, creating an additional treaty called the General Agreement on Trade 

in Services.  A further change was in respect to dispute resolution which under the WTO can 

now force a nation to revoke legislation and regulations or impose significant financial 

compensations to appealing parties (Aaronson, 2008:1) 

Despite the free market pressure, the Canadian government, however, did not make 

a specific commitment to electricity under the GATS except in relation to ‘general 

construction work for civil engineering on power facilities’ (Cohen, 2001:17).  Unlike some 

provinces, British Columbia did not stipulate limitations to GATS rules for ‘national 

treatment’ regarding foreign ownership in construction, ownership and operation of new 

electricity undertakings nor in respect to priority for local economies17 (Cohen, 2001:17-18).  

This changing international trade situation under GATS was taking shape on the eve of 

radical neoliberalisation of electricity policy that would begin to appear under the new 

Liberal government in British Columbia starting 2001.  In Marjorie Cohen’s analysis when the 

GATS negotiations had begun in 2000, she highlighted that the real danger if Canada 

committed to electricity in the treaty, was the potential to fully open the door to 

privatisation of electricity in Canadian provinces, a door already somewhat ajar in most 

provinces by deregulation and significantly opened in others with major privatisation.  

Electricity would no longer be a public good as such but in the hands of the private sector 

for its own interests (Cohen: 2001:59).   While Canada seemed to have moved quite 

cautiously in GATS negotiations in respect to electricity, the overall scope of GATS made it a 

                                                           
17 The ‘horizontal limitation’ on ‘national treatment’ that Canada made to protect preferential treatment for 
aboriginal people may only apply to current arrangements with aboriginal people (Cohen, 2001:17-18). 
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spectre at Canada’s door, including that of British Columbia, if Canada were to further 

liberalise electricity18. 

 

The U.S. Scene: Electricity Becoming Continentalised 
 

One of the main U.S. policy changes that had an impact on British Columbia was the 

shift by the U.S. under the U.S. Federal Energy Regulatory Commission in the early 1990s to 

only allowing smaller size, short-term electricity sales to the U.S. from non-domestic 

sources, replacing the tradition of long term and large volume agreements (Froschauer, 

1999:50-1).  To assist provincial power utilities in the face of this new restriction, the 

Canadian National Energy Board moved from its more discriminating issuing of export 

permits to unlimited export permits that allowed for provincial utilities to bid for contracts 

up to three years’ length under limited regulation by the National Energy Board (Froschauer, 

1999:51).   Cohen, slightly differently, adds that a province did not have to seek a permit for 

each power trade agreement with the U.S.  A case in point was that Powerex (British 

Columbia’s public power trading entity) was granted a ten-year export permit by the 

National Energy Board for trading with the U.S.  Also, the granting of carte blanche 

electricity trading permits to the provinces did not now require the customary public 

hearings (Cohen, 2001:37).   

In effect, electricity authority, formally under the federal government, was being 

transferred to the provinces.  At the same time, the potential influence of the public was 

being reduced given the significant reduction in permit applications and associated public 

hearings.  Froschauer has noted that, ironically, as Canadian federal rules weakened around 

                                                           
18 Scott Sinclair, a specialist researcher on Canada’s involvement in GATS, informed the author in 2012 that he 
did not have ‘more up-to-date specific information on GATS and electricity’ than was available in Marjorie 
Cohen’s 2001 article (Sinclair, 2012 – e-mail). 
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provinces trading power with the U.S., rules by the U.S. federal energy governing body, 

FERC, became stiffer for Canadian provinces wanting to trade power with the U.S. 

(Froschauer, 1999).  By this time BC Hydro had also become part of a western U.S. power 

planning system, the Western System Coordinating Council, further entrenching British 

Columbia’s north-south power axis with the U.S. (Froschauer, 1999:51). 

 

Conclusion 
 

The late-twentieth century electricity policy changes included elements of 

neoliberalism and were precursors to the major neoliberal policy changes to come in the 

early twenty-first century.  This emerging neoliberal electricity policy approach occurred in a 

context of a pre-existing public institutional electricity framework.  For example, the 

reversed privatisation of Westech Information Systems, a section of the public BC Hydro, 

demonstrated a tension between the historic economic, political and social values regarding 

the public electricity services and a growing neoliberal-style policy orientation.  Path-

dependency restraints on developing neoliberal electricity policy were also apparent in how 

the new era of U.S. electricity policy was accommodated by pre-existing Canadian federal 

and British Columbia provincial policy. 

Notwithstanding the British Columbia state was exploring neoliberal policy in the 

electricity sector, the original level of state intervention established in the 1960s more-or-

less remained intact.  The call for privatisation of BC Hydro by the 1997-8 task force’s chair 

and certain industry interests was rejected in the interest of maintaining a public energy 

system with a major state role.  The first wave of neoliberalisation of electricity policy could 

be called experimental, with some tentativeness although at the same time it was starting 

to shift the ground that had been firmly laid down with nationalisation of power in the 
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1960s.  A unique form of neoliberal electricity policy in British Columbia was starting to take 

shape. 

In this chapter, which traces British Columbian electricity policy from its private 

origins to public sector takeover and rapid expansion, the role of the state is revealed as 

interventionist, actively assisting economic development in the province.  Primarily, the 

government of the day took responsibility for electricity in its desire to facilitate the growth 

of capital in more remote regions, especially by removing barriers created by the private 

electricity sector.  In effect, the state mediated between different fractions of capital.   The 

public act of socialising part of the cost of private accumulation will be a continuing theme 

in government electricity policy over its several stages of various turns and twists through 

the twentieth century and into the twenty first century. 



                                                           Chapter Five - Radical Electricity Policy Change: Twenty First Century 
  

114 
 

CHAPTER FIVE - RADICAL ELECTRICITY POLICY CHANGE: TWENTY FIRST 

CENTURY 
 

 

Introduction 
 

In order to provide a context for the most recent neoliberal-style changes in 

electricity policy, the previous chapter provided a background of the historic and 

evolutionary development of electricity policy from its inception in British Columbia to the 

end of the twentieth century.  This chapter will now examine the radical electricity policy 

changes that occurred in British Columbia in the first decade of the twenty first century, the 

focus of this project.  Through this case study it is shown that the impact neoliberalism has is 

variegated and unique in its application given different contexts.  The British Columbia 

Liberal government did not fully follow neoliberal precedents from other regions19 although 

the changes it implemented had a clear flavour of neoliberal-style policy.  For example, 

while there was not a wholesale selling-off of public electricity assets, at the same time a 

program of privatisation was introduced.  This case study demonstrates that certain 

features of the neoliberal new electricity policy were specific to British Columbia both in 

terms of the policy approach employed by the Liberal Party government and the inherited 

social, political and economic dynamics that the new government needed to navigate in 

forming and implementing the new neoliberal electricity policy.   

While electricity policy changes during this period were radical, at the same time the 

Liberal Party government preserved the original public utility system, a system that a 

succession of British Columbian governments of different political stripes had actively 

                                                           
19 Cohen and Calvert (2012:9,10) and Beder (2003) illustrate the more typical cases of electricity system 
transformations, of explicit deregulation and privatisation, as happened in Britain, the U.S. and the Canadian 
provinces of Alberta and Ontario. 
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supported and maintained since 1961.  Although cautious in what the newly formed Liberal 

Party and its leader, Gordon Campbell, had said publicly about its policy program in its 

campaign leading up to the May, 2001 provincial election, once elected, it quickly became 

apparent that the Liberal Party was a strong proponent of neoliberal policy akin to that of 

the Social Credit neoliberal era in the 1980s (Phillips, 2010:121).  The Liberal government’s 

neoliberal net would reach to the public electricity system, the public utility becoming the 

target for market-type policy. 

The new Liberal provincial government may have set out claiming advantages of a 

free market system to the British Columbia public for new electricity policy but the end 

result was quite different, notwithstanding that a significantly re-configured electricity 

system had been created.  The extent of electricity policy change has been summed up by 

one analyst in comparing the British Columbia experience with that of other jurisdictions as 

a ‘…path to privatization (that) was more carefully crafted and proceeded incrementally, but 

ultimately was extraordinarily successful in changing the nature of the electricity sector in 

BC’ (Cohen, 2014:6th pg20).  The new system remained highly regulated although now under 

a new regulatory regime.   

This chapter’s analysis of the radical twenty-first century changes that occurred in 

electricity policy in British Columbia begins in 2001 when the first indication of significant 

neoliberal policy changes began appearing after the victory of the Liberal Party in the May 

provincial election.  Key changes in policy are then traced through to the Review of BC 

Hydro, initiated by the Liberal government in 2011.  Electricity policy changes that are 

highlighted in this ten-year period are covered in chronological order to show the impact of 

                                                           
20 At the time of citing this source, the article was in draft form without page numbers, not yet published, 
hence the use of this type of page number. 
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these culminating changes for the British Columbia electricity sector, and for the context of 

the micro-case study, Ashlu Creek, which is examined in the following chapter.  Essentially, 

electricity policy change in the 2000s was executed through three main initiatives: the 

Energy Plan 2002, the Energy Plan 2007 and the Clean Energy Act 2010 culminating in the 

Review of BC Hydro in 2011.   

BC Hydro is a major focus of this overview of new electricity policy.   The utility is the 

primary generator of energy in British Columbia and responsible for ensuring an adequate 

supply to meet the province’s annual energy needs.  Hydro-electricity accounts for eighty six 

percent of British Columbia’s energy coming mostly from BC Hydro’s large dam 

infrastructure.  Biomass contributes nine percent nearly entirely from pulp and paper mills 

and six percent of the province’s power comes from five natural gas plants.  In total, BC 

Hydro is the provider of ninety percent of British Columbia’s energy generation and 

distribution, although this percentage is declining as shall be seen in this case study (Hoberg 

& Rowlands, 2012:12,13). 

Integral to this case of actually existing neoliberalism is the contestation to these 

policies that arose amongst the population at-large.  The social-political confrontation and 

challenge to the electricity policy changes became a major factor that the provincial 

government would have to contend with in forming and implementing its new electricity 

policy.  The resistance was particularly significant in light of the fact that there was virtually 

no opposition party in parliament 2001–2005 and that much of the new electricity policy, 

particularly initially, was introduced by the executive government, not through parliament.  

A section at the end of this chapter addresses the wave of social-political contestation that 

grew out of opposition to the new policy and how, as a force, it was dealt with by the 

provincial government in the course of implementing its new neoliberal electricity 
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regulatory regime.  Social-political opposition was met by further state intervention with the 

Liberal government relying heavily on introducing new pieces of legislation to neutralise 

resistance to its new electricity policy. 

  

Part I   Radical Electricity Policy Changes 
 

The election in May 2001 of the Liberal Party to power in British Columbia brought to 

a close ten years of rule by the New Democratic Party.  The Social Credit Party was no longer 

a viable alternative party and a number of alleged New Democrat Party scandals helped 

pave the way for a Liberal Party land-slide election victory.  The New Democrat Party’s 

representation was all but decimated, the party managing to secure only two seats.  It could 

be said that with such a resounding win the new Liberal government was emboldened with 

huge new political capital.  As already discussed, the ground work for potential privatisation 

of BC Hydro was laid in the late-1980s under a Social Credit government and added to at 

different points through the 1990s at the helm of New Democrat governments.  However, 

the steps the new Liberal government were about to embark on in the early twenty-first 

century regarding electricity policy were to prove to be a much more explicit manifestation 

of neoliberal-style policies of deregulation and privatisation, changes that also reflected 

sentiments and ideas aired during the Task Force on Electricity Market Reform of 1997-8.  

The chair, Mark Jaccard, of the task force had been an advocate of aspects of competitive 

market initiatives being taken in the U.S. and neighbouring Alberta and his 

recommendations included separating the transmission component from BC Hydro and 

creating an energy market in British Columbia (Calvert, 2007:28-29).  

While the slew of policy changes the Liberal government implemented came as a 

shock to many in the British Columbian public, prior to the 2001 election Gordon Campbell, 
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the Liberal premier-contender, unequivocally stated his intention to further deregulate BC 

Hydro and move towards a more market-oriented system (Calvert, 2007:33).  However, the 

audience for Campbell’s declaration was a ‘select group of energy executives’ and when 

challenged publicly about his intentions regarding BC Hydro in the time leading up to the 

election Campbell promised that BC Hydro would be kept public as he had also stated in 

writing in a provincial newspaper editorial (Campbell, 1 March 2001:A17).  At the same 

time, the Liberal electoral platform stated that it wanted increased opportunities for the 

private energy sector for creating jobs and increasing competition for consumer benefits 

(Hoberg & Rowlands, 2012:14).  Similarly, Gordon Campbell promised not to privatise BC 

Rail or expand contracting out of health-care work.  These promises were also broken after 

his election. 

 

Energy Plan 2002 
 

Following a tradition of creating task forces on BC Hydro and electricity, the Liberal 

government created the Task Force on Energy Policy early in its first year of administration 

in August 2001.   The interim report of this Task Force in November 2001 recommended 

deregulation and market prices for electricity policy (Cohen, 2001:37).  Unlike the preceding 

New Democrat Party’s task force in the 1990s which had representation from all stake 

holder groups, the new task force was made up of government appointments including a 

deputy minister of the premier, a former Alberta deputy minister, a former Petro-Canada 

executive member and a New Zealand energy consultant who had been involved in the 

country’s energy sector deregulation (Calvert, 2007:36).   

The task force’s final report, called ‘Strategic Considerations for a New British 

Columbia Energy Policy’, was submitted to the Minister of Energy and Mines in March 2002 



                                                           Chapter Five - Radical Electricity Policy Change: Twenty First Century 
  

119 
 

but not released to the public (Sierra Legal Defence Fund, 2002:8).  It was not until 

November of that year that the public learnt of the report’s contents through the new 

‘Energy Plan’ announced, officially called ‘Energy for Our Future: A Plan for BC’ (Energy Plan 

2002).   Within eighteen months of coming to power, the new Liberal provincial government 

had introduced a shift in policy that was radically different from the electricity policy of the 

preceding four decades without legislation passing through parliament (Cohen & Calvert, 

2012:12-13).  This fundamental shift in electricity policy triggered substantial alarm amongst 

various stakeholder groups in British Columbia and led to political resistance, the 

consequences of which will be examined in some detail later on.   

The Energy Plan drew largely on the Task Force’s report of November 2001 and laid 

out a series of recommendations many of which were quickly implemented (Calvert, 

2007:44-47).  The then Energy Minister, Richard Neufeld, stated that the new Energy Plan 

was designed to both meet the interests of the private British Columbia power sector to 

produce energy and sell in an ‘open market’ as well as meeting U.S. federal energy 

regulatory requirements (Kennedy, 2002:B6).  The minister also stated that opening ‘private 

sector opportunities’ was one of four ‘cornerstones’ of the 2002 Energy Plan although 

maintaining public ownership of BC Hydro was announced as another cornerstone 

(Government of British Columbia, 2002:3).  These ministerial statements represented a clear 

declaration of the new government’s support for the province’s private energy sector.  

Effectively, the Energy Plan opened wide the door of BC Hydro’s traditional public role of 

energy generation to the private sector.  While the Energy Plan emphasised the importance 

of keeping public ownership of BC Hydro, as one critic of the Plan stated, that is different 

from public ownership of electricity (author’s emphasis) (Cohen, 2003:10).   
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Ban on BC Hydro capacity expansion 
 

Among the Energy Plan’s main features was a recommendation, subsequently 

adopted, to ban any capacity expansion by BC Hydro.  The critical role of increasing power 

generation was passed over to the private sector via independent power producers (Calvert, 

2007:2).  This policy change was particularly significant as it forced BC Hydro, which is 

charged with the responsibility of providing British Columbia’s energy needs, to purchase 

power for the province’s growing needs from the private sector.  Simultaneously, the 

capacity restriction on BC Hydro also created a very attractive ‘market’ for private energy 

producers to sell to BC Hydro which in effect was a captive buyer.  In the 2002 Energy Plan 

the government also prohibited BC Hydro from investing in green energy to help meet 

government ‘clean’ energy requirements limiting the utility, as with capacity expansion, to 

purchasing green energy from private producers (Cohen & Calvert, 2012:13).   

Adding to the quantity of privately produced power BC Hydro now had to purchase 

were a number of other government imperatives.  These came as a result of bold 

projections by government of future energy requirements for the province, a government 

limitation placed on the utility to draw on the energy market for supply as BC Hydro 

customarily had done over many years, and the government barring utilisation by BC Hydro 

of any power from the Columbia River Treaty for inclusion in its annual supply of needed 

energy for the province (Cohen & Calvert, 2012:13-14).   

The Liberal government used environmental rationale in the Energy Plan to help 

justify private smaller-scale energy plants, such as hydro plants and combined cycle gas 

turbines, for provincial power generation.  The Energy Plan stated that they would have 

local distribution networks avoiding the need for environmentally invasive large 
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transmission line systems.  However, as was pointed out at the time by a critic, with the 

emphasis on energy for export, there would actually be an increased need for long-distance 

transmission lines that could be potentially harmful to the environment (Cohen, 2003:13). 

One exception to the ban on capacity expansion by BC Hydro was the possible 

building of Site C Dam which had been on the planning books since the early years of 

building massive new electricity infrastructure.  This seeming contradiction is explained by 

one source as the government wanting to provide cost-effective, publicly generated 

electricity for mining, oil and natural gas resource industries in the northern area of the 

province (Wilderness Committee, www.wildernesscommittee.org/sitec).   

 

Re-structuring BC Hydro 
 

The policy shifts introduced by the Energy Plan also resulted in major structural 

changes being made to BC Hydro.  The crown corporation was broken into four separate 

companies of generation, transmission, distribution and administrative and customer 

services (Cohen, 2003:7).  A new public corporation called BC Transmission Corporation was 

created supposedly to comply with U.S. Federal Energy Regulatory Commission rules 

(Calvert & Cohen, 2011:6).  To begin operation in 2003, the BC Transmission Corporation 

was independent of BC Hydro, effectively removing the function of electricity transmission 

from BC Hydro.  The new BC Transmission Corporation was designed to provide 

transmission access to all power producers whether public or private (Calvert, 2007:7, 17; 

BC Hydro www.bchydro.com/about/company_information/history).   

However, the new transmission corporation in the Energy Plan was to be reduced to 

the more limited role of owning only the transmission lines and receiving rents.   Starting in 

2006 the RTO (Regional Transmission Organisation) West, or “Grid West”, a U.S. 
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organisation set up by the Federal Electricity Regulatory Commission and that the British 

Columbia government was closely involved in forming, would decide who had access to the 

transmission system, prices and future investment (Cohen, 2003:7; Calvert, 2007:7).  

Essentially, RTO West, designed by the Federal Electricity Regulatory Commission to control 

all transmission in the Pacific west, would operate and control transmission throughout 

British Columbia.   

With these recommendations in the new Energy Plan, BC Hydro essentially became a 

generation and distribution system, selling power to separate distribution systems that 

could purchase power from BC Hydro or any other producer (Cohen, 2003:8).  Further, the 

Energy Plan focussed on energy for export rather than for domestic consumption and the 

goal to export energy contradicted a stated goal of the Plan to conserve energy by increased 

prices (Cohen, 2003:12, 13).  In the long run, owing to unforeseen circumstances external to 

British Columbia in the U.S., and other factors, certain key planks of the Energy Plan 2002, 

such as the transmission of energy for export plans, would did not materialise either at all or 

as planned (Calvert, 2014).   

 

Contracting out BC Hydro services 
 

While a commitment was made in the Energy Plan not to sell BC Hydro-owned 

generating assets, a major administrative and business core of BC Hydro was contracted out 

as of April 1, 2003.  Approximately fifteen hundred employees were passed over to the 

private company of Accenture Business Services of BC whose parent company was 

Bermuda-based (Cohen, 2003:6; BC Hydro 

www.bchydro.com/about/company_information/history).  In the Energy Plan these assets 

were called “non-core” and included customer services, information technology, finance, 
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human resources, payroll, procurement and building services (Cohen, 2003:6; Gurstein & 

Murray, 2007:5).   

Concerns raised at the time by critics included: the sixty-million-dollar cost for 

establishing Accenture; the absence of outside members on the company’s board and less 

strict ethical principles for a private corporation unlike the public BC Hydro board and 

company; and the question of how the company’s claimed savings of $250 million over ten 

years would be evaluated (Cohen, 2003:6).  Between the privatisation of “back-office” 

functions and creation of the BC Transmission Corporation, BC Hydro lost about one-third of 

its employees (Cohen & Calvert, 2012:13).  A former Accenture manager stated that the 

benefits of out-sourcing the “back office” functions were realised by Accenture not BC 

Hydro (Gurstein & Murray, 2007:26). 

 

Heritage Contract 
 

A further important outcome of the Energy Plan reflecting the concerns of 

established, provincial, large industry dating back to the 1997-8 task force, was the BC 

Hydro Power Legacy and Heritage Contract Act (Heritage Contract).  This Act was passed in 

November 2003 ostensibly to guarantee residents of ongoing cheap power rates.  For one 

analyst of the new British Columbia energy policy, the Heritage Act was really designed to 

assuage concerns of traditional big industrial consumers – mining and pulp and paper - of 

rapidly increasing power costs if they had to purchase power from private providers.  The 

Heritage Contract protected prices for major industrial customers for the next ten years in 

the event of potential price rises and supply changes with the move to a market system.  It 

was further extended in 2007 to provide indefinite protection (Calvert, 2007:5, 44-5).  

Energy consumption (delivered) in 2006 comprised residential 31%, light industrial and 
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commercial 34%, large industrial 31% and other 4% (Calvert, 2007:71, Fn 3).  These figures 

show the large amount of energy consumption relative to the total amount that was 

incurred by business in general (nearly two-thirds) and by large industry in particular (nearly 

one-third) and indicates that industry was a significant economic influence in terms of 

power usage.   

With the Heritage Contract, the state successfully harmonised the conflict of interest 

between two separate capital sectors, the large industrial sector, which mining and pulp and 

paper dominated, and the independent power producers.  Industry would pay less than $40 

per mega-watt per hour but the cost of BC Hydro’s new electricity supply from private 

producers was greater than $100 per mega-watt per hour (Marvin Shaffer, interview 2011).  

However, within the state conflicting tendencies existed in relation to pricing.  The Liberal 

government’s own energy task force, in its 2002 report, had recommended that energy 

pricing should change to reflect the cost of new resources to prevent ‘continual inefficient 

use of energy’ (quoted in Shaffer, 2007,2nd paper:15).  

As in the early 1960s when the Social Credit government nationalised two private 

electricity companies and created the public corporation BC Hydro to facilitate new 

northern private development in the province, the Liberal government, similarly, played an 

interventionist role in 2003 with the Heritage Contract to enable private economic 

development in both traditional major business areas of the province – mining and pulp and 

paper – and in the new bourgeoning sector of private electricity generation, thus removing 

potential conflict between these different capital interest groups.  This was clearly a case of 

‘actually existing neoliberalism’ whereby the British Columbia Liberal government had 

historic economic class interests to navigate which would contribute to the unique shape 

and form of the unfolding neoliberal electricity policy.  In the course of introducing a 
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market-style electricity policy, the British Columbia state was facilitating both relatively new 

and more historically-embedded global capital class interests in the regional economy. 

 

Liberalising Energy Trading 
 

In 2004, as part of the national and provincial changes in the continental shift in the 

energy sector, the British Columbia government introduced Bill 40 which abolished the 

requirement of energy traders for an “energy removal certificate”.   This certificate had 

previously authorised independent energy producers to sell energy to the U.S. (Calvert, 

2007:8).  Along with the national government’s new carte blanche licensing for energy 

trading from Canada to the U.S., Bill 40 helped to facilitate the new goal of the Energy Plan 

for the private power producing sector to sell in the U.S., through a liberalising, or 

deregulating of power trading requirements.  These federal and provincial changes 

deregulated electricity trading in such a way that it was no longer a government decision on 

behalf of the public good whether power should be traded over the border with the U.S. but 

a decision now residing with the private sector.  Such a decision by private power producers 

would be made on the basis of company and share-holder needs rather than the public 

need for power in the province.  As it turned out, though, private power producers found it 

was far more lucrative to sell their power to BC Hydro which was now significantly restricted 

as a power generator. 

 

Environmental Assessment Act 
 

A few months before the new Energy Plan of 2002 the Liberal British Columbia 

government also introduced a new Environmental Assessment Act in May 2002, a year after 

coming to power.  On introducing the bill in the British Columbia Legislative Assembly, the 

Minister of Sustainable Resource Management, Stan Hagen, stated that the bill would 
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create a more streamlined and flexible environmental assessment of major projects without 

sacrificing ‘high environmental standards’ (British Columbia Legislative Assembly, 9 May 

2002:3333).  In doing so the British Columbia government joined other governments in 

neoliberal times that have accommodated complaints by business interests of there being 

too much government red tape, or in the case of environment regulation, sometimes called 

green tape.  In his book on energy privatisation in British Columbia, John Calvert claims the 

new act was in response to lobbying from the private energy sector (Calvert, 2007:13).  The 

changes in regulation standards (mostly a reduction) is usually justified by government on 

the basis of facilitating business investment which will create economic growth and new 

jobs, implying that the set of regulations being replaced is unnecessarily onerous on 

companies, and not advantageous for the economy or society.     

A number of critics including the environmental community were strongly 

disapproving of the new standards contained in the Act, claiming that they amounted to a 

reduced level of environmental protection.  One example highlighted was the reduced 

environmental assessment standards for proposed new private energy projects of less than 

fifty mega-watts per hour (Gwen Barlee, interview 2010).   In response to this criticism, Sue 

Bonnyman, Director of Electricity Generation and Regulation for the government stated that 

although this new part of the environment act was not as explicit it was ‘scaled 

appropriately’ for the project size.  She expressed the view that there was government 

concern regarding consistency in environment standards and that government was making 

the regulations ‘more consistent and transparent for smaller projects’ (Sue Bonnyman, 

interview 2011). 

However, the critics of the Environmental Assessment Act identified a variety of 

other problems that raised questions about the motives of the government.  The West 
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Coast Environmental Law organisation published an indictment of the new act, stating that 

it was ‘a dramatic step backward for environmental assessment’ as it was ‘not open, 

accountable or neutral’, was subject to possible political interference,  contained increased 

thresholds for review, eliminated guaranteed participation of communities, First Nations, 

local governments and the public that existed in the prior environmental assessment act 

and placed economic interests over environmental protection.  Contrary to the predecessor 

legislation, there was no consultation with stakeholder groups or specialists for developing 

the new act either (West Coast Environmental Law, 2004:1).  Additionally, the staff of the 

Ministry of Environment was cut by fifty percent inhibiting effective oversight of 

environmental protections (Gwen Barlee, interview 2010) and the budget for the 

Environmental Assessment Office was cut by thirty seven percent (West Coast 

Environmental Law, 2004:5). 

Another key problem with the new Environmental Assessment Act has been 

identified as the single project assessment approach, as opposed to that of a cumulative 

project impact in a focal environment area (Steve Olmstead, interview 2011; Cohen, 

2014:15th pg).  This was a major issue for the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District in 

reviewing a private run-of-river project in its area which is discussed in the next chapter that 

focuses on the Ashlu Creek micro case study.  Critics of the single assessment approach 

were concerned that this method only took into account the environmental impact of one 

project at a time rather than the compounded environmental effect of a number of new 

projects that were being generated in the same area in a similar time frame. 

As will be discussed in the Ashlu Creek micro case study, the environmental 

movement and others were concerned about the impact of run-of-river projects on the 

environment in a number of ways including the effect on the river flows which would also 
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affect fish habitat.  Although based on 2013 data, two years beyond the time-frame of this 

study, a Western Wilderness report illustrates reasons for the mounting environmental 

concerns over the growth of private run-of-river projects.  It states that more than eight 

hundred rivers and lakes in British Columbia had been claimed by the private power sector 

for development of which seventy-five rivers and creeks were active or imminent projects, 

figures that had been increasing since 2002.  Documents obtained by the Wilderness 

Committee from government through freedom of information revealed that there were 

frequent violations of environment standards at the run-of-river projects although it was 

not possible for government to provide adequate compliance monitoring due to staff 

cutbacks (Barlee, 2014:1st – 2nd pg).   

On the other hand, the British Columbia government committed to a multi-year, 

multi-stage evaluation process by BC Hydro for Site C Dam which would involve rigorous 

consultation with stakeholders and the public21 (West Coast Environmental Law,2009), a 

process deemed lacking by critics of the new Environmental Assessment Act for approval of 

smaller private power projects.  Possibly the government did not require such consultation 

for smaller private power projects as multi-stakeholder consultation would have impeded 

corporate investment and consequently profit realisation.  

  

Energy Plan 2007 
 

The next year witnessed further major changes in energy policy particularly with the 

presentation by the provincial government of a new energy plan, the BC Energy Plan: A 

                                                           
21 Site C Dam was given environmental approval by the federal and British Columbia governments in October 
2014 in spite of strong opposition from the First Nation traditional occupant of the land that will be affected 
and other public stake-holders.  Dam construction was given the go-ahead by the British Columbia government 
in December 2014, and several months of construction have been completed (Wilderness Committee, 
www.wildernesscommittee.org/sitec;Site C Clean Energy Project,www.sitecproject.com/).   
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vision for Clean Energy Leadership, popularly called the Energy Plan 2007 (Government of 

British Columbia, 2007).  The new energy plan justified certain changes in the energy sector 

to provide power “self-sufficiency” and “insurance” for the province.   The definition of “self 

sufficiency” was the production within British Columbia of power for all of its needs at all 

times in a year so that by 2016 no power would be bought on the market.  The annual 

amount required was based on the lowest water run-offs (rare drought conditions) 

experienced in the provinces past sixty years.  The requirement of “insurance” meant the 

production of an additional amount of three thousand gigawatt hours surplus to the “self-

sufficiency” level (Shaffer, 2007:1st paper: 5).   

Key elements of the Energy Plan 2007 have been viewed by critics as designed to 

further the growth of the private power sector, in particular, the utilisation of the concepts 

of ‘self-sufficiency’ and ‘insurance’ (Shaffer, 2007:preface – no pg).  One critic states that the 

demand for power derived through the government’s definitions of “self-sufficiency” and 

“insurance” was made unnecessarily high and would require BC Hydro to purchase needless 

quantities of power from the private sector and at a higher cost than the traditional means 

of sourcing extra-needed energy through imports (Shaffer,2007:1st paper).  The new ‘self-

sufficiency’ and ‘insurance’ policies effectively facilitated the expansion of the private 

electricity sector as BC Hydro was now forced to buy more electricity to meet the new 

higher annual supply level and could only purchase from the private energy sector given the 

2002 prohibition on expanding its own capacity.  

Other policy changes arising out of the Energy Plan 2007 that enhanced the private 

power sector but added costs for the public power sector was the creation of the Standing 

Offer Program which obliged BC Hydro to purchase power at ‘set prices’ from private plants 

up to ten megawatts and for the BC Transmission Corporation to build transmission access 
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for these projects to the main grid (Cohen & Calvert, 2012:15).  Additionally, surplus power 

had to be bought by BC Hydro from customers who generated their own power (Cohen, 

2014:11th pg). 

As power policy developed the Liberal government began addressing the issue of 

clean energy which had been adopted to a certain extent in the Energy Plan 2002.  The 

government put out a call for ‘clean power’ in June 2008 seeking applications from the 

private sector for licences to produce green energy under contract (West Coast 

Environmental Law, 2009:1).  ‘Run-of-river’ hydro plants were considered ‘green’ and ‘clean' 

by the provincial government, helping to promote its clean energy policy.  However, the 

environmental movement disagreed given the potential adverse impact of such energy 

generation plants on the environment.  Concerns expressed about the environmental 

impact of run-of-river projects included deleterious effects on rivers and fish habitat along 

with the removal of natural resources and energy from public control (Holberg & Rowlands, 

2012:15).  In spite of the provincial government making special representations to California 

as a potential important buyer of British Columbia energy, the U.S. state did not regard ‘run-

of-river’ energy as meeting its Renewable Port Folio policy standards because of the 

negative environmental impact of the run-of-river projects (Gwen Barlee, interview 2011; 

Cohen, 2014:16th pg).  The California Energy Commission affirmed its position of rejecting 

British Columbia run-of-river energy in a final report, 2014 (Barlee, 2014:2nd pg). 

 

In 2009 a provincial election took place with independent power producer 

development being an electoral issue (West Coast Environmental Law, 2009:1).   The main 

opposition party, the New Democrats, promised to reverse some of the Liberal energy policy 

if elected.  However, the Liberal Party won another term in government, although with a 
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reduced majority, which began its third consecutive term in power since 2001.  The Liberal 

Party had now been in power for eight years during which time it had steered the province 

in a definite neoliberal direction that included radical new market-oriented energy policy.  

As noted in Chapter Three, political economy literature regarding neoliberalism in British 

Columbia characterised the Liberal government’s radical neoliberal changes in electricity 

policy, along with other of its market-style policies of deregulating and privatising, as a ‘roll-

out’ phase of neoliberal policy.  

In this same year, 2009, two events occurred which could be characterised as an 

harbinger of differences that would arise in 2011 among the three public arms of energy 

policy, regulation and production in British Columbia.  The independent energy regulatory 

body in British Columbia, the BC Utilities Commission, rejected two main applications by BC 

Hydro; first, its Long Term Acquisition Plan for ‘not being in the public interest’; and 

secondly, its Clean Power Call because of the enormous unnecessary surplus power it would 

generate (Canadian Office and Professional Employees, 2009).  The contradictions or 

institutional tensions of the new neoliberal policy were beginning to manifest in formal 

actions, demonstrating conflict within the state, which would become more apparent by 

2011 and would be somewhat resolved by the government stripping the BC Utilities 

Commission of aspects of its authority. 

 

Clean Energy Act  
 

In 2010, the BC government passed the Clean Energy Act (Bill17) which some critics 

claim advanced the private power sector even more than the 2007 Energy Plan (Cohen & 

Calvert, 2012:17).  The government had set up a Green Energy Advisory Task Force earlier 
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which was particularly mandated with advising government on how to meet the 

government’s goal of becoming a net exporter of energy (Hoberg & Rowlands, 2012:18).   

The main impact of the new energy act, according to one assessment, was the need 

for BC Hydro to rapidly increase its purchasing of power from the private sector.  This was 

due to the definition of ‘insurance’ being tightened with the extra supply now having to be 

in place six years earlier by 2020 rather than 2026.  The same assessment anticipated that 

BC Hydro would consequently end up with a large unnecessary surplus that it could only 

export (Cohen, 2014:13th pg).   

In the same year, as part of the Clean Energy Act, the government returned the BC 

Transmission Corporation to BC Hydro, re-joining generation and transmission of electricity 

which for seven years had been two independent entities, suggesting that the division had 

been inefficient, ‘unworkable and expensive’ and not necessary to meet U.S. deregulation 

requirements.  It has been estimated that the separation and later re-integration of the 

transmission function of BC Hydro ultimately cost $250 million (Cohen & Calvert, 2012:17, 

29). This was a case of the government being forced to reverse a piece of its initial 

neoliberal-style electricity policy, reflecting the need to manage the stresses that arise 

between pre-existing factors and a newly imposed policy structure.  The government may 

have been initially driven by neoliberal ideology when it broke off the transmission function 

from BC Hydro in its first phase of neoliberalised electricity policy but when significant costs 

and inefficiencies were incurred it sort to rectify the situation with a ‘second phase’ 

neoliberal action, restoring transmission to BC Hydro.  Further cost pressures were placed 

on BC Hydro by the 2010 Clean Energy Act through the legislated Smart Meter Program at a 

cost of $930 million, an initiative assessed by some policy experts as having questionable 

value (Cohen & Calvert, 2012:31). 
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Governance Changes 
 

As part of the new, neoliberalised electricity regulatory regime, significant changes 

were also occurring in respect to the authority of the BC Utilities Commission, the 

independent electricity regulatory body, and in general, public accountability of the 

government regarding energy policy.  With the 2010 Clean Energy Act the BC Utilities 

Commission’s authority was ‘severely curtailed’ as its oversight was removed for certain 

major energy projects including the Site C Dam on Peace River, the new Northwest 

Transmission to connect new mining development to the province’s grid and the $1 billion 

Smart Meters project (Hoberg & Rowlands, 2012:18).  Further, the government introduced a 

new long-term energy planning scheme for BC Hydro, an Integrated Resource Plan, which 

would now be approved by cabinet rather than the BC Utilities Commission as in the past 

(Hoberg & Rowlands, 2012:19).  Overall, a change was occurring in the balance of power 

between the independent regulatory Commission and government with more decision-

making shifting to the government (Hoberg & Rowlands, 2012:13-14).  By reducing the 

authority of the BC Utilities Commission there was also a concomitant reduction in access by 

stakeholders to the decision-making process about major projects, a consultation avenue 

that had historically been available through the regulatory body.  This significant reduction 

of public input added to the already near exclusion of parliamentary debate of the new 

electricity policy with the government passing little of the new policy through parliament.   

A key traditional area of public debate for major shifts in government policy and which can 

provide a certain degree of policy transparency and government accountability had 

effectively been blocked.  The next chapter on the Ashlu Creek micro case study will further 
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show the Liberal government’s determination to install its new market-style electricity 

policy and its efforts to prevent effective contestation.   

The Auditor General’s report of 2011 added to the concern of critics about the lack 

of public information and debate regarding new electricity policy initiatives.  This report 

raised criticism about the government and BC Hydro not making clear the extent of financial 

liabilities that existed with private power contracts.  Concerns were also raised about the 

lack of public information about these contracts (Cohen & Calvert, 2012:21-22).  The Auditor 

General’s 2010 report had highlighted similar issues.  Overall, public scrutiny and access to 

public debate had been seriously limited.  Sue Bonnyman, Director for Electricity Generation 

in the Ministry of Energy and Mines acknowledged that there was not auditing compliance 

and the issue was being ‘taken very seriously’ with steps ‘underway to tighten up’ financial 

reporting (Sue Bonnyman, interview 2011).   

 

Part II   Review of BC Hydro 
 

Ten years of radical electricity policy change under several Liberal governments 

cumulated in 2011 with a review of BC Hydro by three senior BC government officials22.  The 

review was initiated by the new British Columbia Liberal premier, Christy Clark, when BC 

Hydro filed an application with the BC Utilities Commission for approval for an electricity 

rate increase of 55% over four years, the largest increase ever sought (Cohen & Calvert, 

2012:10-11).  Costs were mounting for BC Hydro given the mandatory procurement of 

expensive Energy Purchase Agreements with the private energy sector and growing capital 

costs for re-investment in existing power generation infrastructure (Ian McLean, interview 

                                                           
22 The review was conducted by John Dyble, Deputy Minister to the Premier, Cabinet Secretary and Head of 
the BC Public Service, Peter Milburn, Deputy Minister, Ministry of Finance and Cheryl Wenezenki-Yolland, 
Acting Deputy Minister, Ministry of Advanced Education. 
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2011).  Another interviewee, who worked for BC Hydro and who wished to remain 

anonymous, stated that the broad definition of ‘self-sufficiency’ meant BC Hydro had to 

bear a growing cost of carrying an increasing power surplus (Interview, 2011).  2011 was 

shaping up to be a possible early election year and such an energy price increase would 

most likely have been a serious political liability for the Liberal Party.  Before the BC Utilities 

Commission could make a decision on BC Hydro’s submission, the government intervened, 

imposing a review of BC Hydro.   

The scope of the review was mostly restricted to examining BC Hydro’s internal 

operations (Government of British Columbia, 2011:1,17-18), effectively avoiding a full 

evaluation of the government’s energy policies and their contribution to high, mounting 

costs for BC Hydro.  With all the review’s fifty-six recommendations the major focus was on 

greater efficiencies by BC Hydro and the retrenchment of nearly twelve hundred employees, 

twenty percent of the work-force, with some replaced by contract work (British Columbia 

Government, 2011:40-43).  Other recommendations included the postponement of 

upgrading BC Hydro’s declining infrastructure and engagement in public-private 

partnerships for new capital projects.  The utility was criticised in the report for being too 

rigorous in its oversight of projects many of which were the growing number of private 

projects.  The review recommended that oversight of these projects be removed (Cohen & 

Calvert, 2012:18-19).  Towards the end of the review’s recommendations the report turned 

its attention to ‘Government Policy’ recommending an evaluation by government and BC 

Hydro of the ‘self-sufficiency’ policy23 (Government of British Columbia, 2011:92-93).   

                                                           
23 In 2012 (one year later than this study’s time-frame) the Liberal British Columbia government revoked the 
‘insurance’ requirement of three-thousand gigawatt-hours and substituted a formula less stringent 
substantially decreasing the amount of private energy BC Hydro would have to purchase.  This policy action is 
viewed as a ‘major retreat’ in one assessment of British Columbia electricity policy (Cohen & Calvert, 2012:19-
20). 
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People interviewed who were critical of the report - electricity research specialists 

and community representatives - stated that the burden of the report’s recommendations 

was placed on BC Hydro’s shoulders rather than on government policy (Gwen Barlee, John 

Calvert, Gwenne Farrell & Marvin Shaffer, interviews 2011).  Given that the review’s authors 

were senior government officials, not independent reviewers, it is not surprising that BC 

Hydro was found responsible for the need of a tariff increase rather than government 

policy.   The review served to further undermine the public utility’s legitimacy and implicitly 

legitimate the government’s new electricity policy.  In Hoberg and Rowlands’ judgement, 

the government engaged in ‘discrediting’ and demonising BC Hydro in a very public conflict 

between the utility and government of which the Review of BC Hydro was a major part 

(Hoberg & Rowlands, 2012:19).  In such an atmosphere of pressure from the government BC 

Hydro submitted a substantially reduced request to the BC Utilities Commission in 

November 2011 for increased electricity rates of 15.8% over three years (BC Hydro, 2011).  

This rate request was more palatable to the public and safer politically for the government.  

Thus, by this intervention the government successfully avoided a possible serious blow to 

the Liberal government’s neoliberal electricity policy and helped to preserve its legitimacy 

for the upcoming provincial election.  However, it was fiscally risky for BC Hydro, and by 

extension for rate-payers, as it deferred cumulative financial liability into the future.   

Significantly, divisions in the state were clearly apparent now between government, 

the policy-maker, and BC Hydro and with the BC Utilities Commission.  Potential conflict 

between government and the regulatory arm of the public power system was largely 

resolved by government removing a lot of the authority of the BC Utilities Commission.  At 

the outset, the government had chosen, possibly for political reasons to maintain votes, not 

to dissolve the public utility and sell it off.  As a result, the government was left with the 
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predicament of needing to manage the growing contradictions between its neoliberal-

centric electricity policy and the impact on the public corporation charged with 

implementing the policy.  The arising serious problems and concomitant tensions placed the 

provincial government in a very vulnerable place politically.  This problem was quickly 

addressed through an official review of BC Hydro that shifted responsibility away from 

government onto BC Hydro.  

  

Part III   Financial Impact 
 

The most critical impact of the new energy policy changes of the governing Liberals 

in the 2000s was the hugely growing financial burden on BC Hydro that resulted with having 

to purchase energy contracts from the private energy sector on generous price and length 

terms.   In the end the fiscal weight of this situation could only be transferred to rate-payers, 

particularly non-industrial payers.  This marked a stark change for residential customers 

particularly given the freeze on electricity rates that existed during the preceding New 

Democrat Party’s governing period in the 1990s (Cohen, 2014:9th pg).  The prime outcome 

of these new policies was not a more efficient electricity system and public utility but an 

expanding private energy sector at the expense of BC Hydro and ultimately at the expense 

of British Columbia rate-payers.  This was a logical outcome of the government’s energy 

reports and legislation, that the costs of privatisation would be shifted in the end to 

residential and small-scale business consumers while private power providers and the 

industrial sector would be protected. 

In an analysis of BC Hydro’s 2010 rate increases, Hoberg and Rowlands found that 

only a small portion of the increases were caused by private energy contracts but that 

increased costs due to this would be felt in due course (Hoberg & Rowlands,2012:19-20).  
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The authors show that BC Hydro made the use of deferral accounts enabling the utility to 

appear to be receiving more income than it was so that a dividend could be transferred to 

government as had historically been the case.  The practice was sanctioned by both the 

government and the BC Utilities Commission but strongly criticised by both the 2011 Review 

and Auditor General as an internal BC Hydro malpractice (Hoberg & Rowlands, 2012:20). 

A main criticism of the privatisation of electricity generation has been the high prices 

that BC Hydro has paid the private sector for Energy Purchase Agreements along with the 

length of the contracts, often twenty to thirty years long and sixty years in one case (Calvert 

& Lee, 2012:28 Fn 30).  With the growing cost implications for BC Hydro due to privatisation 

the utility spent $290 million in 2003 on private energy contracts and by 201124 the cost was 

projected to be $800 million (Cohen & Calvert, 2012:21-22).  In its 201125 annual report BC 

Hydro stated it had nearly $40 billion in long term private power contract commitments 

(Cohen & Calvert, 2012:23).  In 2006 BC Hydro paid $87.50 per megawatt hour for new 

private energy which by 2009 had risen to $124 per megawatt hour (Calvert & Lee, 2012:7).  

Based on 2006 Energy Purchase Agreement prices, BC Hydro had committed to paying as 

much as seventy five percent more than expected market prices (Calvert, 2007:90).  

Contrary to the neoliberal ideology of small government, the British Columbia Liberal 

government was actively interventionist not only in creating a new electricity regulatory 

regime but also in bearing the risk and financial burden for the expanded private power 

sector.   

                                                           
24 By 2014 the projected cost was $1,130 million (Cohen & Calvert, 2012:21-22 - based on BC Hydro Revenue 
Requirement applications for 2004/5 to 2013/14). 
25 By 2013 BC Hydro’s annual Report stated that the utility now had $51 billion worth of committed Energy 
Purchase Agreements with private power producers (Calvert & Cohen, 2013). 
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A further demonstration of the mounting financial impact on BC Hydro of the 

changed electricity policy was the additional cost incurred by no longer being able to trade 

out-of-province for supplementing the utility’s annual power supply.  Based on 2010 figures 

BC Hydro could have bought wholesale electricity at the U.S. Mid-Columbia trading hub 

between $4.34 and $52.43/MWh with an average price of $35.96.  However, BC Hydro was 

paying $124/MWh in private Energy Purchase Agreements leaving a difference of $72 to 

nearly $120 per MWh that it would have to absorb.  On the selling side, BC Hydro would 

incur a loss of $71.50/MWh based on the highest 2010 selling rate (Calvert & Cohen, 

2011:17). 

A major contradiction in the new market-oriented policy was that private electricity 

producers could exclusively sell their power at high fixed prices and lengthy fixed terms to 

BC Hydro and not have to contend with lower prices on the open electricity market.  In 

interviews in 2011 certain representatives of the private power sector stated that their 

preference was for selling their energy to BC Hydro rather than on the export market.  It 

was stated that there was not an interest in power production for export as it was too 

vulnerable a market and a better price was available selling domestically to BC Hydro 

through Energy Purchase Agreements.  Richard Blanchet, Vice President of Innergex which 

owns several private power projects in British Columbia including Ashlu Creek, stated that it 

was part of core business to sell to BC Hydro and that Energy Purchase Agreements helped 

to get financing (Richard Blanchet, interview 2011).  Paul Kariya, Executive Director of Clean 

Energy BC, the provincial organisation for private energy producers, stated that a positive 

benefit of long term Energy Purchase Agreements was that a lot of cash flow was 

guaranteed (Paul Kariya, interview 2011).  Sue Bonnyman, Director of Generation and 

Regulation for the government explained that there was high subsidisation in the U.S. of 
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renewable power resulting in an over investment that had generated lower prices.  She 

stated that this was not a good time to export power to the U.S. given the glut and that it 

may be not be in the future either (Sue Bonnyman, interview 2011).  However, BC Hydro 

was forced to sell the excess power it accumulated, through required purchasing from 

private producers, on an open market at lower prices than it purchased from the private 

sector.  This situation provided a significant financial loss for BC Hydro with serious 

consequences for British Columbia rate-payers.   

These arrangements demonstrate that the policy pursued by the Liberal government 

did not reflect the free market principles embedded in neoliberal economic theory.  

Technically, a market was created for the expanding private electricity sector to sell power 

on an open market including for export but in actuality the outcome was far from 

marketisation.  The supposed market-centred policy of the government ultimately created 

protection for the private power-generating sector from the vagaries of market forces at 

huge gains for private producers while subjecting the public power sector to market 

caprices at significant financial losses.  In effect, the British Columbia government had 

deregulated part of the provincial electricity system by significantly reducing BC Hydro’s 

traditional power generation role, extensively opening up the private sector’s role in 

generation and broadening the power market.  However, the new regulations that were 

implemented to govern these changes were basically a case of reregulation, not 

deregulation, to create a new electricity system that was a hybrid public-private one. 

The British Columbia government had hoped that a stream of revenue would be 

created for BC Hydro from selling electricity to the needy California market, thus off-setting 

the expensive private energy it was being forced to purchase.  However, this scenario did 

not eventuate (Cohen & Calvert, 2012:16).  This left BC Hydro far more vulnerable financially 
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and by extension the government more politically vulnerable than anticipated by the 

electricity policy-makers. 

A further significant cost impact for BC Hydro has been identified as the need for the 

utility to provide electricity to energy-intensive industry which the Liberal government 

planned as a major feature in its long term economic strategy (Cohen & Calvert, 2012:20).  

The strategy is reminiscent of major government intervention policy in the 1960s, to help 

attract investment by providing reliable energy for new industry and development.  In the 

twenty-first century the new projects are in mining, gas, including liquefied natural gas, and 

oil.  Although these industries may be able to generate their own power, it can be more 

economic for them to buy subsidised electricity from BC Hydro.  Montney shale gas region 

developers are charged less than half the cost per unit of BC Hydro’s new supply from the 

private sector which could create $150 million loss per year for the utility during the peak 

extraction period.  Also, the historic pulp and paper industry in British Columbia has 

benefited from buying low-cost electricity from BC Hydro and selling its own generated 

power back to BC Hydro at a considerably higher price (Cohen & Calvert, 2012:24). 

With these planned new industries, BC Hydro will be subsidising corporations as 

both a supplier of cheap power and as a buyer of privately-produced power (Cohen & 

Calvert, 2012:25).  The Review of BC Hydro stated that the utility is paying as much as $124 

per megawatt hour for new private power but in the same year BC Hydro was charging only 

one-third of that to industrial customers under the Heritage contract (Cohen & Calvert, 

2012:25).  In its necessity to provide sufficient power to the proposed new industries, BC 

Hydro will be forced to purchase even more electricity from the privately-producing sector.  

The explicit support promised for new industrial growth through low electricity prices is a 

classic interventionist, Keynesian policy approach, continuing a trend particularly 
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established in the early 1960s with the creation of the crown corporation, BC Hydro, from 

nationalising two private electricity companies. 

Unlike some experiences of deregulating and privatising electricity systems in which 

electricity prices increased almost immediately such as the surge of prices in a six-month 

period in the province of Alberta, the price impact in British Columbia of new electricity 

policy was slower to take effect.  But by 2010, eight years after the first major policy 

initiative, BC Hydro had applied to the BC Utilities commission for a 55 percent rate increase 

between 2011 and 2015 although later reduced to 32 percent over three years.  The new 

Liberal premier, Christy Clark, replacing the recently resigned Gordon Campbell, called for a 

review of BC Hydro after halting any power price increase (Cohen, 2014:16th pg).  These 

delays in implementing price increases indicate that the Liberal government’s policy 

approach, although influenced by neoliberalism, was of an incremental nature compared to 

the more explicit privatisation and deregulation electricity policy in other jurisdictions.  

Alarm bells were rung from the outset by critics about the new electricity policy’s potential 

financial impact but the predictions took approximately eight years to manifest26.  To a large 

extent, the Liberal government had been able to conceal the adverse financial effects of its 

new electricity policy by keeping the public structure of BC Hydro more or less intact. 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
26 A post-script to the financial impact of the new electricity policy is that by 2014, with the Liberal government 

wanting to reduce the monetary predicament of its new electricity policy, BC Hydro cancelled ten private 
power contracts and deferred nine others, planned to renew only seventy five percent of run-of-river 
contracts in the following five years and to renegotiate private power contracts at considerably lower prices.  
These moves came after an estimated loss of $350 million in 2013 due to BC Hydro having to sell surplus 
power it was forced to buy under government policy at a loss, losses that are anticipated into the future 
(Barlee, 2014:4th pg). 
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Part IV   Contestation 
 

One of the consequences of the new, neoliberal-style electricity policy was a strong 

surge of social protest that posed a potentially significant barrier to the policy 

implementation.  This resistance movement became part of the social and political 

‘pathway’ the provincial government would have to navigate to succeed in implementing its 

new electricity policy.  Therefore, it is helpful to understand the other side of the new 

electricity policy, the public’s contestation of it, to help in the examination of this case of 

neoliberal policy. 

When it became apparent that the British Columbia government was embarking on 

major electricity policy changes, a significant number of residents and various community 

and labour organisations mobilised around a cross-province campaign.  With the release of 

the government’s 2001 Interim Report on electricity policy change there was ‘... a great deal 

of heated criticism …’ ‘… from virtually all quarters including business, the public at large 

and academic researchers’ (Cohen, 2003:5).  A province-wide organisation was formed in 

May 2002 by some key stakeholder groups and concerned citizens called BC Citizens for 

Public Power.  Various community, recreational and labour organisations were part of the 

provincial body.  Established as a grass-root advocacy organisation, BC Citizens for Public 

Power’s mandate included raising awareness of the ‘partial privatisation of BC Hydro’, the 

impact on electricity rates and the environmental impact of new private power plants.  In 

2010 BC Citizens for Public Power reported it had more than 20,000 financial supporters 

including businesses, community organisations and thousands of individual British Columbia 

residents along with the public support of several ex-premiers, from both the Social Credit 

party and the New Democrat Party, and the Union of BC Municipalities (BC Citizens for 

Public Power, www.citizensforpublicpower.ca/about_us/organizational_activities).  
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The BC Citizens for Public Power launched a rigorous campaign to raise awareness 

amongst British Columbian citizens of what it saw as serious issues with the new energy 

policy, the main one being the loss of power as a public utility in British Columbia.  Among 

its tactics it mounted a legal challenge, collecting more than 75,000 names and signatures 

from across the province for a class action lawsuit on behalf of BC Hydro customers and 

taxpayers.  The aim was to protect British Columbians from the government’s privatisation 

of BC Hydro’s administrative function which amounted to more than a third of BC Hydro’s 

operations.  There were three components to the law-suit’s claim aimed at reversing the 

privatisation move: that there had been a breach in the government and BC Hydro’s 

fiduciary responsibility to British Columbia tax-payers and rate-payers; that the sale of 

administrative operations to Accenture was a breach of contract ‘to those who have 

invested in BC Hydro’; and that the sale constituted ‘unjust enrichment’ given that BC Hydro 

had been built by British Columbian citizens and neither a private company  nor BC Hydro 

should profit at their expense.  The lawsuit caused active debate in parliament and 

considerable coverage in the media (BC Citizens for Public Power, 

www.citizensforpublicpower.ca/about_us/past_activities). 

In conjunction with the lawsuit and as part of its advocacy and educational mission, 

the BC Citizens for Public Power also produced and distributed publications and resources 

regarding deregulation and the privatisation of BC Hydro, commissioned an analysis of the 

British Columbia government’s deregulation of electricity plans by the Sierra Legal Defence 

Fund, ‘Power Grab’, released in 2002, and held numerous community meetings and rallies in 

support of public power.  Representation was made by the BC Citizens for Public Power at a 

BC Utilities Commission hearing to challenge a power rate increase and to call for an Auditor 

General inquiry into BC Utilities Commission bias as the Commission provided funding to 
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major power industrial users and independent power producers but not to consumers for 

participating in public hearings (BC Citizens for Public Power, 

www.citizensforpublicpower.ca/about_us/past_activities). 

With its goal to raise awareness in the British Columbia population of radical 

electricity policy changes occurring, the BC Citizens for Public Power provided citizens with a 

forum for debate and information sharing that had not occurred in the British Columbia 

government’s policy planning and implementation processes.  A particular example in the 

view of the BC Citizens for Public Power was the lack of public input and scrutiny in the 

contracting out of a large part of BC Hydro’s operations to Accenture (BC Citizens for Public 

Power, www.citizensforpublicpower.ca/about_us/past_activities). 

The BC Citizens for Public Power in its anti-privatisation goal was also driven by the 

fact that BC Hydro as a public utility was in an ‘excellent financial position’, had paid off a 

long term debt of $1 billion, had a triple-A credit rating and made profits which were 

invested in essential services from country roads to the healthcare system.  Customer-

approved ratings of BC Hydro were 89-90% (BC Citizens for Public Power, 

www.citizensforpublicpower.ca/about_us/past_activities). 

In response to such opposition the Liberal government began a pattern of legislative 

intervention to quash social-political opposition to its electricity policy.  The British Columbia 

government introduced two pieces of legislation in 2003 to undermine the BC Citizens for 

Public Power’s lawsuit to reverse privatisation of BC Hydro.  The two bills were: Bill 10, the 

Energy and Mines Statutes Amendment Act of February 2003 and Bill 39, the Transmission 

Corporation Act of May 2003.   With the earlier legislation, Bill 10, the Hydro and Power 

Authority Act was amended to define support services as ‘non-core services’ that could be 

outsourced.   The government’s rationale was to protect customers through ‘cost 
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efficiencies and better services’.  At the same time, the government claimed the bill would 

ensure BC Hydro’s functions of power generation, transmission and distribution remained 

(Government of British Columbia, 2003:1).  The later legislation, Bill 39, which enabled the 

transmission component of BC Hydro to be made into a separate corporation, the BC 

Transmission Corporation, contained a special phrase stating that ‘despite the common law’ 

Bill 39 would apply, thus preventing a legal challenge.  The Bill also prevented any oversight 

by the regulatory body, the BC Utilities Commission, in the breakup of BC Hydro as it 

included language that said both BC Hydro and the BC Transmission Corporation ‘...are 

deemed to have all approvals, authorizations, permits, certificates, exemptions or orders 

that under the Utilities Commission Act, are or may be required...’.  Additionally, Bill 39 

prevented any interventions by the BC Labour Relations Board and application of collective 

agreements between BC Hydro and its unions (BC Citizens for Public Power, 

www.citizensforpublicpower.ca/about_us/past_activities). 

With the legal base of its case significantly diminished by the introduction of Bills 10 

and 39, growing legal expenses and possible financial liability, the BC Citizens for Public 

Power withdrew its lawsuit in 2006 and made an out-of-court settlement with the British 

Columbia Government.  Now the BC Citizens for Public Power saw its continuing role in 

fighting privatisation of public power to be in the ‘court of public opinion’.  It saw itself as a 

‘strong public watchdog’ and an advocate for power consumers and communicator of 

information to the public.  At this time, ‘government subsidisation’ of private power 

companies was identified as a critical issue to pursue in the organisation’s mandate given 

the provincial government’s goal of 40% of electricity supply by 2020 from private power 

production.  Although it was a ‘bitter decision’ for BC Citizens for Public Power to withdraw 

its lawsuit, the organisation concluded that the legal case was a success in that it had placed 
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the new electricity policy squarely in the public’s view and had ‘stimulated broad public 

debate’.  Also, in spite of ultimately losing the legal challenge the BC Citizens for Public 

Power had, nevertheless, put direct pressure on the government to rescind its privatisation 

decision (BC Citizens for Public Power 

www.citizensforpublicpower.ca/about_us/past_activities; 

www.citizensforpublicpower.ca/about_us/organizational_activities).  

In 2009 the BC Citizens for Public Power launched an on-line discussion forum called 

BC Guardians as part of its on-going mandate to oppose electricity privatisation.  This forum 

was designed to help British Columbian citizens ‘expose and oppose environmental, social 

and economic impacts’ of private power production.  In a letter to supporters of public 

power in British Columbia the BC Citizens for Public Power declared the impeding of several 

major private run-of-river proposals as victories of the broad anti-privatisation movement 

(BC Citizens for Public Power, No date). 

The BC Citizens for Public Power joined forces with environmental and community 

groups in their opposition to private run-of-river projects and Bill 30 that removed local 

government power over re-zoning (BC Citizens for Public Power, 

www.citizensforpublicpower.ca/about_us/organizational_activities).  The Ashlu Creek 

dispute was one of the local struggles the BC Citizens for Public Power focused on helping to 

make this dispute a provincially known issue and symptomatic of the real impact of the 

provincial’s government’s new electricity deregulation and privatisation policy.  

The broad united front of opposition under the banner of the BC Citizens for Public 

Power comprised a vast cross-section of concerned provincial organisations and individuals 

that strongly disagreed with the Liberal government’s new market-style electricity policy.  

The political momentum of BC Citizens for Public Power was bolstered by a number of 
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academics who conducted research and analysis of the Liberal government’s new electricity 

policy and published their work in the public domain.  The Canadian Office and Professional 

Employees union which had a particular stake in the new policy, being the major union for 

employees in the privatised administrative arm of BC Hydro, led a campaign with its 

members in which it opposed the new electricity policy.   In addition, the union 

commissioned major reports by academics that addressed the main issues and their impact 

of the new electricity policy.   

While the BC Citizens for Pubic Power was not able to prevent the Liberal Party from 

proceeding with its radical neoliberal electricity policy, at the same time it placed the issues 

of privatisation and deregulation of public power squarely in the face of public awareness.  

The significant policies that were radically changing the essence and shape of public power 

in the province were exposed to public scrutiny and the Liberal government was prevented 

from proceeding in a stealth-like manner with its policy changes. 

   

Conclusion 
 

As shown in Chapter Three, the radical electricity policy changes in British Columbia 

were not a singular market-oriented policy package but were part of an overall matrix of 

neoliberal-style measures introduced by the British Columbia Liberal government.  The 

government mirrored a growing trend of neoliberal-type governing in other jurisdictions 

that had particularly been occurring since the 1980s, starting in the U.K.  New legislation 

was introduced by the Liberal British Columbia government which allowed for thousands of 

health-care jobs to be contracted out to the private sector at much lower wages and 

working conditions (Stinson, Pollak & Cohen, 2005).  BC Rail was privatised and the 

administrative services of the province’s public healthcare plan, Medical Services Plan, and 
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the public pharmaceutical plan, PharmaCare, were both outsourced to Maximus also a 

multi-national corporation as is Accenture that BC Hydro “back-office” work was outsourced 

to (Gurstein & Murray, 2007).  Tax cuts were made to personal and corporate income with 

income tax cuts being greater for higher income earners (Murray, 2005:1).  Welfare benefits 

were cut contrary to the premier’s pre- election promise that he would not reduce welfare 

rates, that tax cuts would pay for themselves (Klein, 2002:5,8).  There have been increases 

in other taxes and user fees along with substantial cuts in certain public service areas 

including public sector lay-offs27 (Murray, 2005:1; Klein, 2002:4).  The British Columbia 

Auditor General and Office for Freedom of Information and Privacy also experienced cuts 

over successive years which in one assessment reduced transparency and accountability of 

government policy and finances in British Columbia (Reynolds, 2006:1,10).  

Policy change in electricity, then, was not an isolated neoliberal-type policy action 

taken by the Liberal British Columbia government.  But it was a clear case of actually existing 

neoliberalism that reflected the political and social terrain inherited by the Liberal 

government when it came to power.  The formation of new neoliberal electricity policy was 

a protracted process, unlike in other jurisdictions where explicit wholesale privatisation had 

been introduced, but which in the end similarly benefitted private firms at the expense of 

the public.  BC Hydro became a relatively emasculated crown corporation compared to its 

                                                           
27 While budget deficit reasons were given for the government cuts certain analysis has shown that the British 

Columbia financial situation leading up to the election of the Liberal Party in 2001 was relatively buoyant, not 

‘fiscally unsound’ or ‘tax happy’, as claimed by the incoming government (Lee & Long, 2001:5).  The same 

investigation of British Columbia economic figures has concluded that it was personal and corporate tax cuts 

implemented by the Liberal government that largely caused the government’s projected deficits of 2001-2002 

and 2002-2003 (Lee & Long, 2001:4), the ‘largest deficits in BC history’ (Klein, 2002 

www.policyalternatives.ca/publications/commentary/).   In his analysis of the impact of British Columbia tax 

and spending changes, Stuart Murray concluded that tax increases were being borne more by modest-income 

people and that there had been a ‘shifting of costs’ onto individuals and employers through user fee increases 

and service cuts (Murray, 2005:1). 
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historic public role over forty years in electricity generation, transmission and distribution.  

The crown corporation, and by extension, British Columbia citizen rate-payers, were placed 

in financial jeopardy because of a growing reliance on private power generation at 

escalating prices.  State intervention had facilitated capital accumulation through an 

ostensibly marketised electricity system but which ultimately resulted in protecting private 

energy producers from the market and subsidising private profit-making.  Essentially, a new 

electricity system was created that was as equally regulated as its predecessor but which 

was now under a new regulatory regime.  In Chapter Seven there will be further discussion 

of a number of conclusions that can be drawn from this case study of British Columbia 

neoliberal electricity policy.   

In introducing the new neoliberal-style electricity policy, the British Columbia 

government was confronted by significant provincial-level political-social opposition, a force 

that the government dealt with through aggressive legislation to overcome a class-action 

legal challenge to its new policy.  Conflict existed between the capital interests being 

facilitated by the provincial government and citizens throughout the region who owned the 

public electricity system.  For the most part, the government stayed with its new policy in 

the face of opposition and criticism, notwithstanding that it acknowledged some issues with 

its new environmental assessment policy and BC Hydro’s financial reporting.  

Part of the rising opposition across the province to the neoliberal electricity policy 

changes were community protests against certain applications by private power producers 

to build hydro-electricity plants.  One of the main locations of dispute was Ashlu Creek 

where Ledcor, a Canadian construction company, planned to establish a run-of-river hydro 

plant.  The company had applied to the local Squamish-Lillooet Regional Government for re-

zoning permission to build its hydro plant but was denied, at least temporarily.  The public’s 
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resistance to the government’s new electricity policy is a significant component in the 

unfolding of political, economic and social dynamics relating to implementation of the new 

electricity policy by the British Columbia government.  The following chapter is devoted to 

the local struggle of Ashlu Creek which illuminates particular economic, social and political 

forces that came into play in the case of new, neoliberal-style electricity policy formation in 

British Columbia. 
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CHAPTER SIX – ASHLU CREEK: CONTESTING THE NEW ELECTRICITY 

POLICY 
 

 

Part 1   Introduction 
 

In this chapter, a close examination is made of a significant struggle in a sub-region 

of British Columbia, the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, that arose with the 

implementation of the Liberal government’s new neoliberal-style electricity policy in the 

2000’s.  The dispute revolved around a main water-way in the Squamish-Lillooet Regional 

District called Ashlu Creek28 .  This sub-regional examination will deepen the analysis of the 

larger, regional study of the Liberal government’s radical new electricity policy in British 

Columbia in the 2000s.  As discussed above, the 2002 Energy Plan introduced some radical 

new features to the province’s electricity system.  Privatisation was a key component of the 

new policy with administrative and customer services contracted out and the public utility 

banned from increasing power generation capacity.  The new policy attracted many 

companies to the private power producing sector and BC Hydro, with a growing reliance on 

new sources, was forced to increasingly purchase power from private producers through 

expensive Energy Purchase Agreements.  Further, environmental standards were lowered 

for small energy producers under a revised Environmental Assessment law.  In all, the state 

had facilitated significant growth in the private energy sector.   

A major, political, outcome of the provincial government’s radical, new electricity 

policy was a mounting movement of resistance that included locally-centred opposition 

movements, the Ashlu Creek dispute being a high-profile case.  This local struggle, between 

                                                           
28 Ashlu Creek is also referred to as Ashlu Canyon and Ashlu River in the literature.  Ashlu Canyon is actually a 
sub-section of Ashlu Creek.  The name Ashlu Creek will be used for the purpose of this study. 
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one of the new private energy producing companies and a local government and 

community, continued over several years from 2002 to 2006 regarding a proposed private, 

small-scale hydro plant on Ashlu Creek, a rapid water-way running through the district.  At a 

certain point, the provincial government intervened in the situation becoming a major 

player in the conflict.  The various stakeholder groups, reflecting different economic, social 

and political interests, can be observed in this case of the application of the provincial 

government’s new electricity policy.  ‘Ashlu Creek’ reveals a power struggle between the 

local community and regional district government on the one hand and private capital and 

the provincial government (state) on the other hand in the implementation of the new 

neoliberal-style electricity policy.  

The Ashlu Creek story throws light on how a region29 with its various local 

governments and communities negotiates and mediates the influences and pressures of the 

economic-political global context, in this case, with the implementation of new market-

oriented electricity policy introduced by the Liberal regional government in British Columbia 

in the 2000’s.   ‘Ashlu Creek’ took on critical importance as it became a formidable force in 

testing the government’s ability to succeed with its new, neoliberal-style policy while at the 

same time showing the government’s determination to triumph.  In illuminating this case of 

actually existing neoliberalism with its inherent economic-political dynamics, the Ashlu 

Creek sub-regional situation simultaneously aids understanding at a broader, general level 

of the complex nature of neoliberal policy-making in global times.  The Ashlu Creek dispute 

also reflects the phenomenon in policy-making of ‘variegated neoliberalization’, elaborated 

                                                           
29 At this point in the study, the terms ‘region and regional’ are used in two different ways: in reference to 
British Columbia as a sub-nation region of Canada as well as to the Squamish- 
Lillooet Regional District as a sub-provincial region of British Columbia. 
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by Brenner, Peck and Theodore, a process which was ‘uneven’, ‘experimental’ and individual 

to the British Columbia jurisdiction (Brenner et al, 2010) . 

At the regional level, the local Ashlu Creek situation reveals the various economic, 

political and social forces that were at work in electricity policy change and implementation 

in British Columbia in the 2000’s.  In particular, it highlights the role of intervention played 

by the British Columbia government in implementing its new electricity policy.  The 

government’s determination to succeed with its new policy is demonstrated by the extent it 

intervened in the local government dispute at Ashlu Creek through deliberate legislative 

action.  The outcome from this high level of government intervention was effectively the 

reinforcement of a new regulatory regime for electricity in the province.  The Ashlu Creek 

micro-case study demonstrates that ‘actually existing neoliberalism often involves 

reregulation rather than the theoretical neoliberal concept of deregulation.   

The Ashlu Creek case study is indicative of the transition British Columbia was going 

through in the 2000s from electricity policy that had been very much steeped in public 

ownership and control of the electricity sector to that of privatisation of electricity 

generation and infrastructure.  British Columbia was also in a changing national and 

international environment of electricity policy, the trend being to deregulation/reregulation 

and privatisation.  This was a very dynamic and significant time of electricity policy change in 

British Columbia with stake-holder groups negotiating, adapting to and wrestling with the 

changes.  For most of British Columbian society the policy changes came as a surprise, if not 

a shock, given that the premier had promised in his campaign leading up to the Liberals 

resounding victory in the 2001 election that the public utility, BC Hydro, would remain 

public.  
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With the door opening widely to independent power producers in British Columbia 

when the Liberal’s 2002 Energy Plan banned capacity increase by BC Hydro, there was a run 

on water licences and a rush on submissions by the private energy sector for building small-

scale hydro-electricity generation plants.  Steve Olmstead, Manager of Planning and 

Development for the Squamish-Lillooet Regional-District described it as ‘a gold rush’ with a 

considerable number of the aspiring private energy producers being ex-BC Hydro employees 

(Steve Olmstead, interview 2011).  Ashlu Creek was one of the locations claimed as a ‘run-

of-river’ site by an international construction company, Ledcor.  A ‘run-of-river’ is a small-

scale hydro energy plant in which fast flowing waters, plentiful in British Columbia’s 

mountainous terrain, are harnessed to drive turbines for energy.  The proposed Ashlu Creek 

run-of-river project provoked intense opposition in the local and surrounding community 

and the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District resisted granting the required land re-zoning for 

the power plant.  The concerns of the community included the impact of such a project on 

the area’s environment, recreation and local business.   

This chapter includes the community resistance as one of the significant dynamics in 

the unfolding of the dispute and outcome of the Ashlu Creek plant proposal.  However, to 

study this community movement in depth would be a major research endeavour and is not 

the purpose of this research project.  Rather, the objective here is to use the Ashlu Creek 

case as a lens for viewing the changing electricity regulatory regime in British Columbia in 

the 2000s with its path dependency of intrinsic economic, political and social factors that 

would have to be negotiated by the provincial government in the process of implementing 

its new market-oriented policy. 

The previous chapter presented the key electricity policy changes introduced by the 

Liberal provincial government in the 2000s that constituted a radical neoliberal shift in 
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electricity policy from the previous decades. What became particularly apparent in the 

Ashlu Creek situation was the high degree of state intervention in the implementation of the 

provincial government’s new market-oriented electricity policy.   The micro-case helps to 

show the consistency of state interventionism in respect to British Columbia electricity 

policy since the 1940s whether it was nationalisation of the power sector or privatisation of 

the resource.   

As the British Columbia government was beginning to introduce its radical, 

neoliberal-style electricity policy in the 2000’s, the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District was 

starting to become embroiled in a local, sub-provincial aspect of the new policy, which 

would prove to be a powder keg situation for the provincial government and the Regional 

District.  The following section of this chapter introduces the Squamish-Lillooet Regional 

District, the local area at the centre of the ‘Ashlu Creek’ dispute.  Included in this section is 

an overview of the Regional District’s role as a formal governance area within British 

Columbia: its functions, responsibilities and socio-economic features.  The final section of 

the chapter addresses the actual Ashlu Creek dispute that occurred within the Squamish-

Lillooet Regional District.  This section helps to understand the formation of the new 

neoliberal-style electricity policy in respect to how the state at the provincial and local levels 

responded to global pressures, what the significant social, political and economic factors, 

the path-dependency of the provincial government, were, and what the degree of state 

involvement in achieving the new electricity policy was. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                                    Chapter Six – Ashlu Creek: Contesting the New Electricity Policy  
  

157 
 

Part II   Squamish-Lillooet Regional District 
 

 

 

Squamish-Lillooet Regional District 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Stratis, S & Askey, E ‘Squamish-Lillooet Regional Growth Strategy Base 

Case Report’, 2005:v. 
Copyright © Province of British Columbia. All rights reserved. Reproduced with 

permission of the Province of British Columbia. 
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British Columbia Regional Districts 
Squamish-Lillooet Regional District (high-lighted) 

 

 
 

 

 

Source: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Squamish-Lillooet_Regional_District - accessed 10 

November 2014 
 

 



                                                                    Chapter Six – Ashlu Creek: Contesting the New Electricity Policy  
  

159 
 

The Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, with its endowment of fast flowing, steep-

gradient rivers ideal for private run-of-river electricity developments, became a focus of the 

British Columbia government’s new electricity privatisation policy.  Many prospective 

private electricity producers were attracted to the Regional District including the company, 

Ledcor, with its plan to build a run-of-river operation on Ashlu Creek.  In the undertaking of 

its legislated governance responsibilities, the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District delayed the 

necessary authorisation for land use that Ledcor required to build its proposed power plant.   

Along with the local community, the Regional-District would become a major political factor 

in the trajectory of the provincial government’s implementation of privatisation of British 

Columbia’s electricity system.  Conflict arose between the pre-existing conditions in the 

Squamish-Lillooet area and global forces inherent in the new neoliberal-style electricity 

policy of the provincial government.  

To help understand the Ashlu Creek dispute and how it illuminates the major case 

study of the Liberal government’s radical new electricity policy, it is useful to situate the 

Squamish-Lillooet Regional District in the province and describe some of its main features.  

The Regional-district is located in the south-western corner of British Columbia covering an 

area of 16,310 square kilometres and resting on the southern Pacific Ranges of the Coast 

Mountains (see maps).  The ecology of the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District includes a 

diverse range of ecosystems and the geography is regarded as having ‘...some of the most 

spectacular forests, waterways, and mountains in the province...’ (Squamish-Lillooet 

Regional District www.slrd.bc.ca/siteengine/activepage.asp?PageID=122).   With these 

natural features, the area has both attracted recreation activities and economic activities 

with increasing hydro power enterprise. Approximately twenty percent of the Regional 

District’s landscape is made up of parks and protected areas. The southern tip of the 
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Regional District is a short drive north of the largest city in British Columbia, Vancouver30 

(Stratis & Askey, 2005:vi). 

Incorporated in 1968, the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District is one of twenty-eight 

regional districts specifically created in British Columbia in the 1960s to help co-ordinate 

planning priorities between the provincial government and local governing bodies across 

the province.  Explaining the evolution of regional districts, from their establishment in the 

1960s when British Columbia was rapidly expanding through the following four decades, a 

British Columbia government document states that the ‘unique form of regional 

government’ facilitates meeting the diverse needs of British Columbia.  Another purpose of 

regional districts was to give a voice to residents and communities in these districts, to ‘... 

provide a political forum for representation ... and a vehicle for advancing the interests of 

the region as a whole’ (Government of British Columbia, 2006:6, 13).  The Squamish-Lillooet 

Regional District, then, was charged with the responsibility of representing the interests of 

its area for the purpose-at-large of meeting diverse needs in the province.  There was an 

established set of broad obligations the Regional District held in the overall governance 

matrix of the province and that would come into conflict with the role of the provincial 

Liberal government in implementing its new neoliberal-style electricity policy. 

The Squamish-Lillooet Regional District government is responsible for a number of 

sub-areas that range within the district’s boundary.  This includes the four municipalities of 

Squamish, Whistler, Pemberton and Lillooet and four electoral areas (Stratis & Askey, 

2005:vi; Squamish-Lillooet Regional District 

www.slrd.bc.ca/siteengine/activepage.asp?PageID=122).  A range of services are provided 

                                                           
30 Squamish, the largest town of the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District and located in the southern end, has 
become the residential location for a number of people working in Vancouver due to the issue of housing 
affordability in Vancouver. 
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by the Regional District government at the regional-district, sub-regional-district 

(municipality) and local level with the Regional District providing direct governance for 

unincorporated areas outside of the municipalities.  It was in an unincorporated area that 

the Ledcor’s proposed run-of-river plant on Ashlu Creek was located, which meant the 

decision regarding re-zoning for the project fell to the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District’s 

governing body.  Also making up a significant portion of the Regional District land mass are 

the traditional territories of twelve different First Nations, mostly reserves and asserted 

territories of the Squamish Nation and the St’at’imic Nation (Stratis & Askey, 2005:3).  

The Squamish-Lillooet Regional District’s governing board comprises representatives 

appointed by and from the directors of the four constituent municipal councils and 

representatives elected directly by the four electoral areas.  In this respect, the Squamish-

Lillooet Regional District, along with other British Columbia regional districts, is a federated 

body of municipalities and rural areas.  An important purpose of the regional district under 

the enabling provincial legislation for regional districts is to facilitate citizenry participation 

in the governing matters of the board through such means as public consultation and 

planned meetings (Government of British Columbia, 2006:11, 12).  The role of accountability 

to district residents through such processes as public meetings and public hearings were 

procedures that the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District engaged in during the Ashlu Creek 

dispute. 

The population of about 38,000 in the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District is 

estimated to double by 2030 with most of the new population expected in the Sea-to-Sky 

corridor in the more southern area closer to Vancouver31 (Stratis & Askey, 2005:vi; 

                                                           
31 It is anticipated that population growth in First Nations communities will be higher than in other parts of the 

Regional District and that there will be a ‘much younger age profile’ in the First Nations populations (Stratis & 
Askey, 2005:vi). 
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Squamish-Lillooet Regional District www.slrd.bc.ca/siteengine/activepage.asp?PageID=122).  

While one of the fastest growing areas in British Columbia, the Squamish-Lillooet Regional 

District was witnessing striking changes in its economic activities in the early-to-mid 2000’s.  

Primary resource extraction and manufacturing had both been declining while tourism and 

the service sector were becoming main sources of income.  Tourism made up 27% of 

income in the Regional District and the public sector 22% while forestry was at 12% and 

mining at 1% (Stratis & Askey, 2005:1, 4332).  As a key industry in the Squamish-Lillooet 

Regional District, tourism included hiking, kayaking and other recreation activities (Calvert, 

2007:166). 

The energy sector has had a presence in the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District for 

over half a century with construction of major electricity infrastructure of dams and 

reservoirs dating back to the 1940s and 1950s.  Included is British Columbia’s ‘third most 

extensive’ electricity development, the Bridge River complex comprising three dams, two 

tunnels and a canal between two rivers (Stratis & Askey, 2005:65).  Also, present, as another 

component of the established British Columbia energy sector, are major BC Hydro 

transmission lines, often very visible, which traverse certain sections of the Regional District 

and relate to a community concern that there will be a proliferation of new transmission 

lines causing damage to the environment, visual space and tourism with the growth of 

small-scale private energy projects in the district. 

At the time of the release of the Squamish-Lillooet Regional Growth Strategy report 

in 2005 there were eleven power generating plants in the Squamish-Lillooet Regional 

District, four owned by BC Hydro and seven plants privately owned, which included run-of-

                                                           
 
32 These economic activity figures are based on 2001 BC Stats data. 
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river plants.  In addition, sixty four applications for private power projects in the Regional 

District had passed initial screening by the Land and Water BC ministry a number of which 

were run-of-river projects (Stratis & Askey, 2005:67).  Given the vast natural geographic 

area and ecological resources of the Squamish-Lillooet Regional district and the growing 

economic importance of tourism, a major concern of the Regional District government and 

certain community groups, was the potential environmental and economic impact on 

recreation activity and tourism in the area if the Ledcor and other private proposed run-of-

river projects were to go ahead.  The Ashlu Creek situation became the location of 

competing interests for these resources between the provincial government with its new 

market-oriented electricity policy, the private power sector and the regional-district 

government with its local responsibilities and community preferences. 

 

Part III   The Dispute 
 

The local Ashlu Creek dispute in the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District fits squarely 

into the 2000s’ provincial scene of radically changing electricity policy initiated by the Liberal 

government.  A major theme that emerges from this local situation is the interventionist 

role that the Liberal government played in implementing the government’s new, neoliberal-

style energy policy.  While interventionism by the state in the regional government’s 

decision-making caused a breakdown in cooperation between the two levels of government 

for joint-government regional energy planning, at the same time, it enabled implementation 

of the Liberal government’s new neoliberal electricity policy and the role and the role of the 

state in facilitating capital accumulation. 
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To an extent the Ashlu Creek run-of-river situation pre-dates the radical electricity 

policy changes of the 2000s for it was in 198933 that Ledcor, the company involved in the 

2000s’ Ashlu Creek dispute, originally applied for a water licence on the Ashlu Creek.  Later, 

in 1994 Ledcor made its first proposal to BC Hydro to supply energy under that year’s energy 

tender call.  Ledcor’s proposal was not accepted by BC Hydro at that time but eight years 

later in 2002 under the Liberal government’s new regime of electricity privatisation policy 

the company’s newly submitted proposal to supply energy to BC Hydro was accepted 

(Calvert, 2007:166).  This is when the Ashlu Creek dispute began to gain prominence across 

the province and became the lightning rod for a major provincial government intervention 

at the local government level several years later. 

As a major-size international company, Ledcor was somewhat of a typical private 

energy applicant having a significant presence already in British Columbia as well as outside 

the province in Canada and internationally.  At the time of its 2002 energy application, 

Ledcor was fifty-five years old, the second-largest Canadian construction company, with 

annual earnings in the ‘tops’ $1 billion category.  Ledcor was a main contractor for oil and 

gas projects in Alberta where the company originated and specialised in constructing mines, 

highways, pipelines and industrial and communications facilities.  The company employed 

4,500 employees with construction activities across Canada and the U.S., as well as in the 

U.K., Russia and other regions (Calvert, 2007:166; Knight, 2007:42; The Tyee, 2004:1).   

Ledcor’s interest in private energy production was not limited to Ashlu Creek, the 

company holding seven other water licences or applications for a water licence in the Ashlu 

drainage area around the time of the Ashlu Creek dispute.  Additionally, the company was 

                                                           
33 In 1989 SN Lavaline also applied for a hydro power permit on Ashlu Creek which BC Hydro rejected (Knight, 
2007:42). 
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owner or part-owner in other energy projects including a wind farm at Squamish.  Generally, 

Ledcor was an example of the overlapping of economic and political elites in British 

Columbia.  It was a ‘major player’ in the province’s economy with its head office in 

Vancouver as well as a major donor to the province’s Liberal Party, the party which 

resoundingly came to power in 2001 and proceeded to quickly implement radical new, 

neoliberal-style electricity policy that favoured private developers (Calvert, 2007:166, Fn 2 

166; Knight, 2007:2).   

In the decade leading up to Ledcor’s successful 2002 energy submission two series of 

events were simultaneously occurring around the Ashlu Creek: in the sport of kayaking and 

in the private energy sector.   Ashlu Creek was discovered in spring of 1993 as a prime 

kayaking waterway and quickly became a popular paddling34 location (Knight, 2007:42).  

Shortly after, in 1994, BC Hydro listed Ashlu Creek as the best location for a run-of-river 

power project and issued an invitation for independent power producer proposals 

prompting forty four submissions including one from the local aboriginal Squamish Nation 

and one from Ledcor (Knight, 2007:42).  Several years later, in 1998, some kayakers 

discovered a deep section of Ashlu Creek, now known as Commitment Canyon, which they 

regarded as ‘spectacular’ (Knight, 2007:42).  In the same year that Ledcor was granted its 

Energy Purchase Agreement in 2002 Ashlu Creek’s four lower kayaking runs were listed in 

the top five of ‘best creeks, streams, or rivers’ by the BC Ministry of Sustainable Resources 

based on a ‘study of paddlers’ use and opinions of the top one hundred runs in the Sea-To-

Sky Corridor’35 (Knight, 2007:43). 

                                                           
34 The terms ‘kayaking’ and ‘paddling’ will be used interchangeably as both are used by the kayaking/paddling 
community. 
35 The ‘Sea-To-Sky’ Corridor is a major area in the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, stretching from the 
Pacific coast, near Vancouver, north-east into the interior. 
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In November 2002, as part of its new Energy Plan that banned capacity expansion by 

BC Hydro, the provincial government also announced its Green Power Program.   Given BC 

Hydro was excluded from producing green energy the utility was dependent on the private 

energy sector for purchasing energy to meet the government’s energy goals.  Energy 

produced by private run-of-river projects, such as Ledcor’s proposed Ashlu Creek energy 

development, was deemed clean energy by the Liberal government.  The government’s 

green-power goal was to achieve fifty percent power from clean energy sources and power 

demand was anticipated to grow with a net migration gain by 1.5 - 2.5 percent every year 

(The Tyee, 2004:3).  BC Hydro initiated a $15 million province-wide green energy campaign 

which targeted ‘every BC pub’ with a green message.  An Ashlu Green Power website was 

also established to educate the public which was characterised by some in the community 

as ‘slick … greenwashing (i.e.) lying’ (The Range Life, 2006:1, 

http://therangelife.blogspot.com/2006/10/whats-in-name-ashlu-creek-)  

Officially, BC Hydro stated its endorsement of the private energy industry.  For 

example, in a letter to the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District (SLRD) the utility stated that 

‘... BC Hydro does support the IPP (independent power producer) industry and hopes that 

the SLRD endeavors will also be supportive of this industry’ (BC Hydro, 2002:2).  The letter 

was somewhat prescient of events to come in the Ashlu Creek dispute including the British 

Columbia government’s intervention several years later.  However, in interviews, some BC 

Hydro representatives expressed disagreement with the government’s independent power 

producer energy policy and ban on BC Hydro’s capacity expansion.  In their opinion, these 

policy changes were the main reasons for BC Hydro having to eventually seek significant 

energy price increases from the BC Utilities commission in 2010 (John Taylor& Ian McLean, 

interviews 2011). 



                                                                    Chapter Six – Ashlu Creek: Contesting the New Electricity Policy  
  

167 
 

Following the call for independent power producers in 2002 and the ensuing rash of 

Energy Purchase Agreement applications throughout the province BC Hydro granted 

fourteen Green Power Generation projects in 2003 in the Squamish-Lillooet region alone.  

With its twelve river systems, the Squamish-Lillooet region had become part of the rush of 

independent power producer applications and by 2005-2006 there were fifty four 

applications pending for the area - fifty two small hydro projects, one thermal project and 

one wind operation - in addition to the fourteen already existing power projects (Calvert, 

2007:167,169).  The general proliferation of projects and potentially affected waterways, 

not just Ledcor’s proposal for Ashlu Creek, became one of the major concerns in the Ashlu 

Creek dispute, opponents claiming the need to look at the larger picture both in their region 

of the Squamish-Lillooet area and the whole of the province.  One source reported that 

seventy-six rivers in the region from North Vancouver to Lillooet, largely the Squamish-

Lillooet Regional District, had independent power producer proposals and quoted an 

industry insider as saying that “’(h)ydrology is nature’s gift to us”’ (The Tyee, 2004:2-3). 

Ledcor’s Ashlu Creek electricity proposal typified run-of-river small-scale hydro 

applications.  In the construction of the project, much of the Ashlu Creek flow would be 

diverted through a six-kilometre tunnel to a generating plant causing a reduced water flow 

for a distance in the Ashlu Creek from the intake pipes to the outflow pipes where the water 

reverted to the river.  A weir would be built at the head of the water diversion.  The diverted 

flow would begin in the lower one-quarter of the Mini-mine and extend the full length of 

the Commitment Canyon, prime kayaking waters (Professor Paddle, 2007:1, 

www.professorpaddle.com).  The cost of the plant was estimated at $87 million, to be built 

with three turbines for a potential expansion of power generation to 230 GW per hour, 
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while Ledcor’s actual energy production from the project was to be only 49 mega-watts per 

hour (Calvert, 2007: 167-8).  

Having capacity to produce significantly more energy was seen by some as a way for 

Ledcor and other private power producers with similar projects to circumvent the province’s 

environmental protection assessment regulations which were only applicable to energy 

plants that would produce 50 and more MW per hour (Gwen Barlee, interview 2011).  

Ledcor’s Ashlu project plan was amended and an approval granted by BC Utilities 

Commission to BC Hydro but the details were not available to the public (Calvert, 2007:167).  

Lack of public information around the provincial government’s new market-style electricity 

policy would be an ongoing issue which is discussed in Chapter Seven in terms of the impact 

of the new neoliberal policy on democracy in British Columbia. 

The Ashlu Creek, the site of Ledcor’s application, falls in an area that is crown land 

and not having its own municipal government consequently falls under the jurisdiction of 

the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District.  In order for Ledcor to proceed with the Ashlu run-

of-river project it required a decision from the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District to rezone 

a section of land alongside the Ashlu Creek from a Natural Resource classification to an 

Industrial-use zone (Knight, 2007:43) so as to construct some of the requisite components of 

its run-of-river hydro development on land abutting the Creek.   The hydro project would 

include the building of connecting transmission lines to the BC Hydro transmission system, a 

power house with turbines and transformers, a switch yard, a diversion channel, and a 

tunnel drilled through the ground parallel to the water.   

In 2002, after receiving Ledcor’s application for rezoning, the Squamish-Lillooet 

Regional District authorised a major study to review the development of independent 

power producer projects in general in the region including the Ledcor application (Calvert, 
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2007:172).  In April 2003, the resulting report was issued entitled ‘Independent Power 

Project Development in the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District’ (Squamish-Lillooet Regional 

District, 2003).  One of the main features of the report, and subsequently adopted by the 

Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, was a recommendation that a holistic plan and strategy 

needed to be made for Independent Power Producer project proposals in the Squamish-

Lillooet Regional District’s jurisdiction in order to assess the overall impact of all proposals 

rather than approving Independent Power Producer applications one by one and taking the 

risk of an unknown cumulative impact.  Overall, the report emphasised the lack of 

information available to adequately evaluate the impact of independent power producer 

proposals and a lack of planning which would carefully consider the overall impact and the 

region’s values and priorities (Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, 2003; Calvert, 

2007:170,172-2). 

The Squamish-Lillooet Regional District had previously permitted projects on the 

Rutherford, Mamquam, Nelson and Miller Creeks in the Regional District (Knight, 2007:42) 

and the Regional District’s 2003 report stated at the outset its support for ‘green power 

projects’ in the regional district as long as they met certain conditions held as critical by the 

Regional District for economic, environmental and social sustainability in the region 

(Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, 2003:2).  The conditions laid out included that the 

projects show they had been ‘properly evaluated’, were ‘technically sound, environmentally 

sensitive and socially responsible’, fitted the region’s ‘overall vision’ and did not ‘negatively 

impact’ main economic activities, that there would be minimal impact for transmission and 

distribution connection with no major new transmission corridors and that there would be 

‘tangible community benefits’ (Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, 2003:2).   
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The Regional District’s Independent Power Project report included fifteen Policy 

Positions and twelve Action Items that would address the concerns relating to independent 

power project development in the region, all of which were subsequently adopted by the 

Squamish-Lillooet Regional District board.  The Policy Positions were ‘broad expectations’ 

that were within the purview of the Regional District’s power and the Actions were in regard 

to issues that involved or affected the Regional District but not directly within the Regional 

District’s authority.  Ambitious actions were included such as developing a comprehensive 

memorandum of understanding with other levels of government to streamline the 

independent power project approval process (Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, 2003:5). 

Generally, then, the independent power producer report which became the 

Squamish-Lillooet Regional District’s policy, demonstrated an acceptance of private power 

projects but with a cautious and rigorous approach.  Evidence of the Regional District’s 

open-mindedness to independent power producer projects is the inclusion in the report’s 

appendices of a number of draft documents that would facilitate the approval process for 

independent power producer projects.  These included an ‘Independent Power Producer 

Evaluation Form’ that a proponent would need to complete containing conditions required 

to be met, a ‘Rezoning for Independent Power Developments in the Squamish-Lillooet 

Regional District’ document providing explicit guidelines for a re-zoning application inclusive 

of the necessary public hearings and the Regional District board’s ‘readings’ process, and a 

‘Public Consultation Guidelines for Independent Public Power Proponents’ document 

(Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, 2003).   

Over the next two years, building on its in-depth independent power producer policy 

report, the Regional District undertook two years of wide-ranging consultation with a 

variety of stake-holders including Ledcor, provincial government ministries and a cross-
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section of community groups as well as facilitating substantial local public debate.  The 

Squamish-Lillooet Regional District’s decision regarding Ledcor’s re-zoning application which 

would be made in January 2005 would draw on information systematically gathered from 

this extended consultation process (Calvert, 2007;175). 

A few months after the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District’s Independent Power 

Project report was issued, Ledcor’s 2002 energy proposal was accepted by BC Hydro in 

September 2003 and the company secured a twenty-year Energy Purchase Agreement (EPA) 

with the utility (Calvert, 2007:166).  Details of the Agreement were not made public but 

utilising rates speculated as reasonably possible it was calculated that at $50 per MW per 

hour Ledcor would earn $11.5 million per annum and at $75 per MW per hour would earn 

$17.25 million per annum (Calvert, 2007:167).  The Ashlu project was granted ‘green’ status 

by BC Hydro although its capacity could be significantly increased without requiring an 

environmental impact assessment under the new policy (The Range Life, 2006:1, 

http://therangelife.blogspot.com/2006/10/whats-in-name-ashlu-creek-). 

While Ledcor’s re-zoning application was under review by the Squamish-Lillooet 

Regional District, the Sea-to-Sky Land and Resource Management Plan process began in 

September 2003, its main goal being to evaluate independent power project development 

in the Sea-to-Sky area which is the southern part of the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District.  

Land and Resource Management Plans, created by committees with both provincial and 

local representation, are designed to be sub-regional strategic plans ‘...to guide operational 

decision-making (by the provincial government) for Crown land and resources’ (Stratis & 

Askey, 2005:2).  The Sea-to-Sky Land Resource Management Plan was headed by a 

committee that included representatives of the provincial Ministry of Energy and local 
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people from tourism, forestry, recreation, labour, agriculture, fish and wildlife and 

conservation (Calvert, 2007:175). 

Approximately a year later, the Sea-to-Sky Land Resource Management Plan 

committee made its final submission in October 2004 recommending, as the Squamish-

Lillooet Regional District’s Independent Power Project report had, a regional strategy for 

developing energy production and that certain streams, including Ashlu Creek, should be 

excluded from Independent Power projects because of important environmental, social and 

economic values.  The Ministry of Energy was the only dissenter on the committee for the 

energy strategy (Calvert, 2007:175). 

 

Public Resistance 
 

From the time Ledcor submitted its application for re-zoning to the Squamish-

Lillooet Regional District a range of concerns about the project began surfacing in the local 

area from a variety of community stakeholder groups, including the kayaking community 

and local resident groups, along with those of the Regional District’s government.  An 

opposition movement of local residents and members of the recreation community began 

taking root and grew to have significant proportional influence.  This movement became a 

template for other communities and local governments which also faced re-zoning 

applications for private hydro-power plants.  The environmental movement, some 

provincial-wide recreation groups and the provincial BC Citizens for Public Power also joined 

in the community protest devoting considerable time and resources to researching and 

publicising the local Ashlu Creek issues and wider related concerns. 

The recreation community was a key driver in the opposition to Ledcor’s application 

and the Out-door Recreation Council of British Columbia in 2004 listed Ashlu Creek as 
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number six on the most endangered eleven rivers in British Columbia (Knight, 2007:43).  

Both the Whitewater Kayaking Association of BC and the Upper Squamish Valley Residents 

Association opposed the Ashlu project (The Tyee, 2004:1).  Hundreds of kayakers from 

Canada and the U.S. attended the first of three Ashlu festivals designed to raise awareness 

of the ‘Stream’s peril’ and money ‘to save it’ (Knight, 2007:43).  The British Columbian 

kayakers’ official newsletter, Paddler, reported that more than two hundred people 

attended the third public meeting regarding the Ashlu Creek energy proposal, half of whom 

were protesting the project (Knight, 2007:45). 

Overall, the opposition movement raised both environmental and economic issues 

regarding the impact of the prospective Ashlu project.  On the environmental side, it was 

seen that the invasive construction required and the operation of a run-of-river power plant 

on Ashlu Creek would potentially cause deleterious effects for water levels, the local 

fisheries, migrating grizzly bears and the landscape including the visual impact of added 

power lines.  Part of the environmental concerns, and related to the lack of a provincial 

strategy, was that the overall ecological impact of a run-of-river operation was unknown, 

particularly in respect to the cumulative effect of multiple run-of-river power plants in a 

single watershed.  Of concern, also, was that there was a local-provincial imbalance.  It was 

feared that the Squamish-Lillooet area would bear the impact of the Ashlu Creek project 

while the energy would be sent elsewhere.  On the economic side, the potential loss of 

recreation and tourism employment was anticipated but very little economic prosperity 

from the Ashlu project was expected and, lastly, tax revenue benefits would go to the 

provincial government.  In addition to the local issues, for some community stakeholders 

there were also the broader public good concern of privatisation of electricity in British 

Columbia and long term energy rates and the legacy of lost public waterways for future 
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generations (Stratis & Askey, 2005:66,The Tyee, 2004:4; The Range Life, 2006:1, 

http://therangelife.blogspot.com/2006/10/whats-in-name-ashlu-creek-).   

In response to concerns expressed by local government, the community and other 

organisations about the anticipated negative impact of the Ashlu Creek project, Ledcor 

produced a brochure to address environmental issues.  This publication asserted that there 

would be a low environmental impact particularly on fish habitat, that biodegradable oil 

would be used and that an inflatable weir would be installed to allow movement of gravel 

downstream for salmon spawning beds (The Tyee, 2004:2).  Addressing kayakers’ concerns, 

Ledcor made the mitigating offer of providing online flow data once the project was 

operating and to alter levels of water on two-to-three days’ notice from the kayaking 

community (Knight, 2007:42).  On the other hand, Ledcor expressed its scepticism about the 

strength of the overall opposition to its Ashlu project with the Project Manager questioning 

whether ‘a small group of residents’ and the kayaking community, who had voiced 

concerns, spoke for everyone, concluding that an ‘an overly negative picture’ had been 

painted (Quoted in The Tyee, 2004:2).  The public lacked confidence in company offers and 

proposed compromises regarding community concerns because experience showed that 

changing ownership of run-of-river plants in the area had resulted in ‘abandoned 

undertakings’ (Calvert, 2007:158-9; Stratis & Askey, 2005:66).   

Ledcor maintained that it had made adequate compliance with environmental 

standards stating on its special Ashlu Creek web-site that ‘… every federal and provincial 

environmental review board had approved this project’ and that ‘… the impacts of the Ashlu 

Creek project are negligible’ (Quoted in The Range Life, 2006:1, 

http://therangelife.blogspot.com/2006/10/whats-in-name-ashlu-creek-).  Ledcor’s position 

was unsatisfactory to many in the community as an environmental impact assessment was 
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not required for the Ashlu project under new British Columbia legislation since the Ashlu 

Creek proposal was under the required 50 MW per hour size that triggered an assessment 

(The Range Life, 2006:1, http://therangelife.blogspot.com/2006/10/whats-in-name-ashlu-

creek-).  The revised environmental assessment act of the new provincial Liberal 

government which ‘lowered the bar’ for environmental impact assessment was another 

state interventionist policy that facilitated the Ashlu Creek project of Ledcor in particular 

and privatisation of electricity in the province in general.  The Liberal government had 

moved to a self-regulatory model in terms of environmental standards for private energy 

projects up to a certain size.  

The deregulated environmental protection policy was one piece of an evolving new 

regulatory framework being implemented by the government to help expedite its overall 

neoliberal policy of privatisation of electricity.   Further state intervention would follow in 

the Ashlu Creek situation to ensure final success of this case of the government’s new 

electricity policy.  

In the climate of new neoliberal electricity policy, the various social, economic and 

political organisations coming together in the Squamish-Lillooet area invested and engaged 

in public processes in the hope that their voices would favourably affect the outcome of a 

major decision around the proposed Ashlu Creek project.  While they were not the only 

voices they were a very significant opposition to a micro hydro plant being built on Ashlu 

Creek, and, in general, to the success of the provincial government’s new electricity policy.  

The united opposition of the array of protesting ‘voices’ would have to be contended with 

by the provincial government in its endeavours to implement its new market-oriented 

electricity policy.  
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Negotiations 
 

On September 22nd, 2004 a Memorandum of Understanding on Independent Power 

Projects was signed between the British Columbia Government and the Union of BC 

Municipalities which expressed the general goal of working together cooperatively while 

recognising respective ‘jurisdictions and accountability’ and specifically to work for the 

development of ‘clean, renewable energy’ with an ‘efficient effective IPP (independent 

power producer) review and approval processes’ (British Columbia Government & Union of 

British Columbia Municipalities, 2004:1).  A Memorandum of Understanding was also 

reached by the British Columbia Ministry of Land and Water with the Squamish-Lillooet 

Regional District regarding private energy projects.  Although possibly not formalised with 

signatures, the Memorandum indicated another step the two levels of government as 

stakeholders in the Ashlu Creek situation - provincial and local - took to attempt to 

negotiate their respective interests prior to the forceful provincial government intervention 

that would eventually take place. 

At the same time that Ledcor was making application to the Squamish-Lillooet 

Regional District for re-zoning, it was in talks with the region’s Squamish First Nation under 

encouragement by the provincial government (Calvert, 2007:165).  Discussions began in 

November 2001 and in spring, 2003 an agreement was reached with the First Nation.  

Having originally been opposed to the Ashlu Creek project on cultural, environmental and 

economic grounds, the Squamish First Nation now gave its support with certain conditions, 

including employment opportunities for the Squamish Nation work-force and ownership of 

the project after forty years with the bank debt paid off (Knight, 2007:42, 43).  An 

understanding regarding royalties and a bursary was also reached (Richard Blanchet 

interview, 2011).  According to Richard Blanchet, Vice-President of Innergex which became 
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the next owner of the Ashlu Creek project, the Liberal government did not want to know the 

terms of the agreement the company had reached with the Squamish First Nation only that 

the First Nation had been consulted with and compensated (Richard Blanchet, interview 

2011).  As noted in Chapter Three in respect to the second wave of neoliberalism in British 

Columbia in the 2000s, having initially been hostile to First Nations rights and claims in the 

1990s the Liberal Party became more conciliatory in its approach with First Nations’ needs 

after it came to power in the 2000s.  Steve Olmstead, planning manager with the Squamish-

Lillooet Regional District, would wonder in reflecting several years after the Ashlu Creek 

dispute if the Regional District had erred in not granting re-zoning permission to Ledcor 

given the Squamish First Nation in the end came to favour the project and that the Liberal 

government had probably promoted consultation with the First Nation. 

From the time of this agreement onwards Ledcor’s official PowerPoint presentations 

to the region’s community and written communications to the Squamish Valley residents, 

who were in closest proximity to the Ashlu proposed site, carried logos of both the Ledcor 

company and the Squamish Nation.  At the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District public 

hearing in spring, 2004 for Ledcor’s rezoning application busloads of Squamish Nation 

members attended to show their support for the Ledcor Ashlu project (Knight, 2007:43).   

Ledcor, then, used a variety of approaches to help secure the authorisation it needed 

to proceed with building a run-of-river project on Ashlu Creek.  Keen to secure the Ashlu 

Creek project, Ledcor followed a path of negotiating with and mediating various political 

forces that were potential barriers.  In the conflict with the Squamish-Lillooet Regional 

District the company gained the advantage of being given provincial staff by the Liberal  

Government.  The staff assistance was for helping obtain the necessary provincial 

and federal approvals and assist in Ledcor’s attempts to overcome community opposition 
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(Calvert, 2007:170).  Ledcor made approximately six presentations every six months to the 

local community preceded by flyers to mail boxes (Kelly Boychuk & Shane Yamamoto36, 

interview 2011).  It was not only the provincial government that was faced with a ‘path-

dependency’ of certain pre-existing economic, social and political forces in the course of 

implementing its new neoliberal-style electricity policy, forces that would have an impact on 

the new policy formation.  It was also the individual private energy company, Ledcor, that 

encountered a pathway of economic, social and political factors in the inherited policy 

landscape which could restrain its investment goals for profit.   

In January 2005, the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District denied Ledcor’s re-zoning 

application37 in an 8-1 vote (Calvert, 2007:166) although, as one source claimed, the British 

Columbia Minister for Sustainable Resource Management, George Abbott, tried to influence 

the vote in favour of Ledcor (Calvert, 2007:176).  Leading up to the vote the Regional District 

spent two years in consultation with stakeholder groups receiving presentations by Ledcor, 

a number of government ministries and a cross-section of local community groups, in 

conjunction with community debate in the region (Calvert, 2007:175-6).   

Subsequently, Ledcor submitted a new application to the Squamish-Lillooet Regional 

District for re-zoning although the content was virtually the same as the first application 

(Steve Olmstead, interview 2011).  Ledcor now had the benefit of being able to refer to the 

Squamish-Lillooet Regional District’s policy for independent power producers adopted in 

2003. 

                                                           
36 A joint interview was conducted with Kelly Boychuk and Shane Yamamoto.  Information from this interview 
is attributed to both interviewees. 
37 The Squamish-Lillooet Regional District had also denied a project on Cayoosh Creek in the same watershed 
as the Ashlu Creek (Calvert, 2007: 165 Fn1). 
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In September of the same year the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District released a key 

economic report, the ‘Base Case Report: SLRD Regional Growth Strategy’, coming two years 

after the Regional District’s report regarding independent power producers.  The report, 

externally undertaken, was the result of a regional growth strategy initiated by the 

Squamish-Lillooet Regional District in January 2004.  Under the Local Government Act a 

Regional Growth Strategy is designed to assist a local government’s purpose of planning for 

socially, economically and environmentally healthy human settlement through collaboration 

of local, provincial and First Nation governments (Stratis & Askey, 2005:1).  The economic 

planning concept of Regional Growth Strategies, enacted in the 1995 Growth Strategies 

Statutes Amendment Act, was consensually developed by provincial and local governments 

in order to address ‘... the need for more effective inter-jurisdictional co-ordination to 

manage growth’.  Regional accountability to member municipalities is to be met in part by 

the development of a regional growth strategy which involves the participation of the 

municipalities (Government of British Columbia, 2006:7).  Thus, there was an established 

economic, political and social process between provincial and local governments for 

regional-district growth.  This was part of a set of pre-existing factors at the local level that 

would be confronted by the provincial government in the implementation of its new 

electricity policy and have an impact on the policy outcome. 

The 150-page Regional Growth Strategy report contained a section on energy 

resources as one of the area’s economic sectors.  The report concurred with the conclusions 

of the two previous reports that had addressed independent power projects in the regional-

district: the ‘Independent Power Project Development in the Squamish-Lillooet Regional 

District’ in 2003; and the ‘Sea-to-Sky Land Resource Management Plan’ in 2004.  In 

addressing independent power projects the Regional Growth Strategy report drew on the 
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Squamish-Lillooet Regional District’s independent power projects policy framework adopted 

by the board in 2003, noting that it had been developed with ‘extensive community 

consultation’ (Stratis & Askey, 2005:66).  The Regional Growth Strategy report stated that 

both the Squamish-Lillooet Regional Board and the Sea-to-Sky Land and Resource 

Management Plan committee made recommendations for significantly improved planning 

to adequately address community concerns and possibly exclude certain rivers from 

development of private power projects (Stratis & Askey, 2005:66).  The local region’s issues 

regarding independent power projects were enumerated which ranged from region-specific 

concerns of environmental damage and lack of economic benefits to the provincial-wide 

issue of privatisation of energy.  The report stated that the general concern of the region 

was that the negative impact of independent power projects would be experienced locally 

while the economic advantages would be gained at the provincial level.  In addition, it was 

noted that the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District provided a disproportionate share of 

energy to the province with its contribution of provincial power at 1.7% while it’s proportion 

of the provincial population only 0.8% (Stratis & Askey, 2005:66).  Previous experience with 

independent power projects had shown that significant employment and local purchasing 

advantages did not materialise.  The nature of these projects was that the construction 

phase was very specialised utilising predominantly equipment and out-of-region expertise 

while operation maintenance was largely automated, both stages resulting in very limited 

local employment (Calvert, 2007:175).  

With the Regional Growth Strategy, the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District exercised 

its planning authority granted under provincial legislation.  The Regional District engaged in 

a process that was designed in the legislation to help harmonise and integrate diverse needs 

across the province while representing the needs within its region.  However, this tool of 
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British Columbia political and economic governance would prove to be a source of conflict 

rather than harmony, a barrier, in the pathway of new Liberal government electricity policy. 

Shortly after its denial of Ledcor’s re-zoning application, the Squamish-Lillooet 

Regional District wrote to Minister Neufeld of the provincial Energy, Mines and Petroleum 

Resources Ministry on February 3rd, 2005 with the reasons for the re-zoning decision.  

Further, based on a Regional District resolution passed the same day as the Ledcor decision, 

the Regional District requested a moratorium from the provincial government on 

independent power producer proposals on the twelve river systems in the region until a 

multi-government and agency review had been completed to ascertain the full impact on 

the region consistent with the Squamish Lillooet Regional District’s 2003 independent 

power producer project report (Government of British Columbia, 2005:1).  In light of the 

absence of an overall provincial environmental assessment program and associated 

knowledge of the cumulative impact of projects (Calvert, 2007:171-2) the Regional District’s 

request of the provincial government was an imperative commitment for the local 

government.   

After an ensuing series of meetings between the British Columbia energy ministry 

and the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District a formal offer came by letter late in the year 

from the Deputy Minister for Energy, Mines and Petroleum 28 November 2005 offering a 

compromise that the government would agree to a temporary halt on independent power 

producer developments for ten of the twelve rivers listed by the District, the Ashlu River 

being one of the two rivers exempted.  The letter further stated that if Ledcor’s re-

application for re-zoning were denied again, the offer was ‘off the table’ (Government of 

British Columbia, 2005:2).  In a written response of 8 December 2005, the Regional District 

claimed that the proposal in the government’s letter did not reflect the offer the 
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government had made in the preceding set of talks, which was that there would be an 

indefinite cessation of independent power producer developments on ten rivers, not a 

temporary stop contingent on the outcome of studies of these waterways (Squamish-

Lillooet Regional District, 2005:1-2).   

Either way, the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District was taking a risk regarding the 

Government’s written proposal: if it accepted the proposal it meant that the Ledcor project 

would go ahead with the attendant potential negative impact and no guarantee that the 

other ten identified rivers would be protected from independent power producer 

developments in the long run; and if the Regional District denied the Ledcor application, 

negating the government’s offer, there would not be a temporary hold on energy use of the 

ten rivers pending an evaluation.  In January 2006, the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District 

deferred Ledcor’s second application for a minimum of six months as an opportunity to 

await the provincial government’s decision regarding a regional energy review (Calvert, 

2007:177). 

By now the British Columbia Liberal Party had begun a second four-year term of 

government having won the 2005 election although with a reduced majority.  The Liberal 

Party’s mandate was renewed despite an opposing campaign to the radical new electricity 

policy changes that highlighted the impact on BC Hydro as a publicly owned utility and on 

energy rates.  

 

Bill 30 
  

The provincial government had granted itself new power in 2003 with The Significant 

Projects Streamlining Act, Bill 75, giving it cabinet power over local government decision-

making if a new project were deemed ‘provincially significant’ and therefore in the ‘public 



                                                                    Chapter Six – Ashlu Creek: Contesting the New Electricity Policy  
  

183 
 

interest’ (Calvert, 2007:176).  Although it seemed that, through a special Order-in-Council, 

the provincial government could now over-ride the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District’s 

denial of Ledcor’s re-zoning application, application of Bill 75 was insufficient to do this.  To 

provide the powers it sought, the provincial government introduced Bill 30 in 2006, The 

Miscellaneous Statutes Amendment Act, in which Section 56 gave wider power than Bill 75 

over local government decisions regarding re-zoning while at the same time officially 

detaching the government from the decision-making.  The Utility Commission Act was 

amended to grant the regulatory body, BC Utilities Commission, the power of determining 

‘utility status’ for independent power producer applications.  Historically, the BC Utilities 

Commission was only mandated to determine the impact of a power project on rate-payers, 

not on issues of concern to local government such as regional planning and environmental 

matters (Calvert, 2007:177).   

In his rationale in parliament for Bill 30, the minister responsible for energy, Richard 

Neufeld, stated that Bill 30 would put private energy producers on the same level as BC 

Hydro and private mining, forestry, oil and gas developers who are all exempt from local 

government decisions, subject to ‘one decision-maker: the province’.  Neufeld added that all 

of these interests ‘… are in the public interest of the province as a whole …’.  The province 

would continue to work with local government, the minister claimed, ‘… but at the end of 

the day the sole decision-maker will be the province of British Columbia’.  The minister also 

justified the new bill in terms of British Columbia becoming self-sufficient in power 

generation rather than importing energy.   In his comments, Neufeld stated that it was ‘in 

the general public good’ to continue British Columbia having one of the lowest hydro rates 

in Canada (Hansard, 15 May 2006:4823, 4824).  Directly and by implication, the minister was 

asserting that Bill 30 would achieve a number of goals in the public’s interest: enhance 
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economic growth; provide low electricity rates; and a more secure supply of power.  As 

analysis shows in Chapter Five and further in Chapter Seven, the new neoliberal-style 

electricity policy, in reality, had an adverse effect on energy prices.  In addition, it is revealed 

that the Liberal government’s self-sufficiency goal was a more expensive strategy for 

providing adequate energy supply to the province than BC Hydro’s already proven efficient 

track-record of augmenting home energy production with trading out-of-province.  The 

Liberal government’s new piece of legislation, Bill 30, was a direct intervention to ensure its 

new market-style energy policy would not be constrained by the Ashlu Creek social-

economic-political situation.  

In an interview, the Director of Electricity Generation & Regulation in the Ministry of 

Energy & Mines justified Bill 30 stating that the bill articulated powers that already existed 

for the state and that the Bill did not take power away from local government.   She stated 

that regions did not have authority to zone for hydro-electricity anyway and that Ledcor 

applied for re-zoning with the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District believing it needed to.  

The Director expressed that local governments, however, do have significant involvement in 

terms of the independent power producer sector in respect to environment reviews which 

Bill 30 invites (Sue Bonnyman, interview 2011).  It is interesting to note that these views of 

the Director, expressed five years after Bill 30’s implementation, vary widely from the 

assumptions and common understandings that prevailed on both sides during the lengthy 

dispute.  This significant discrepancy of understandings raises questions, then, about the 

accuracy of some of the Director’s statements but in any case, demonstrates that the Liberal 

government continued to justify Bill 30 in subsequent years after its implementation. 

Immediately, Bill 30 was invoked in the Ledcor-Squamish-Lillooet Regional District 

stale-mate situation and Ledcor was given the green light to proceed with its Ashlu Creek 
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project now having received re-zoning permission through the BC Utilities Commission.  Bill 

30 popularly became known as the Ashlu Bill (Knight, 2007:45). 

The official parliamentary opposition’s critic for energy, New Democrat member 

Shane Simpson, described Section 56 of Bill 30 as ‘written in the most innocuous way’ and ‘a 

great giveaway from the public to a few private companies’ (Quoted in Knight, 2007:45).  On 

the other hand, Ledcor’s project manager, Kelly Boychuk, expressed agreement with the 

bill’s section based on the rationale that municipal governments were not qualified to make 

re-zoning decisions (Knight, 2007:45).   

Bill 30 triggered a strong reaction from the province’s local governments particularly 

the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District that had directly experienced the application of this 

new Liberal government tool to undermine local government decision-making power.  The 

Regional District believed the Memorandum of Understanding on Independent Power 

Projects made between the government and municipalities in 2004 had been violated and 

passed a motion requesting the government uphold its commitments contained in the 

agreement instead of applying Bill 30 (Calvert, 2007:178).  A spokesperson for the Regional 

District expressed the diminishment of power that Bill 30 brought to local governments in 

the following way: 

without us having the ability to zone anything on Crown land, we can’t decide anything 

for ourselves.  They (provincial government) say there will be an opportunity for us to 

have input.  But we can’t see the details (Quoted in Knight, 2007:45). 

 

The Regional District sent a letter to the provincial government reflecting the 

motion’s protest of Bill 30 (Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, 2006).  Later in the year, with 

months of lobbying from the Squamish-Lillooet regional government, the Union of British 

Columbia Municipalities voted in favour of a motion to repeal Bill 30 at its Annual General 

Meeting which all but one of approximately eight hundred delegates supported.  Such an 
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act was out of character for the normally, quite conservative local government organisation 

that usually acquiesced to the provincial government (Calvert, 2007:179).   

  

Ashlu Project Goes Ahead 
 

Throughout the Ashlu Creek dispute the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, as a key 

stakeholder, was simultaneously exerting its power as a local government, being 

consultative with other stakeholders and trying to negotiate with the Liberal government a 

conclusion to the conflict so as to meet competing needs.  The provincial government’s 

direct action in the end, though, usurped the multi-faceted approach of the Regional 

District.  Shortly after the provincial government applied Bill 30 to force an end to the Ashlu 

Creek dispute Ledcor began construction on the run-of-river project in August 2006.   The 

Ashlu project was finally commissioned and went into operation December 2009, more than 

seven years after it had been initially proposed by Ledcor in 2002 to BC Hydro and nearly 

four years after the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District first denied Ledcor’s re-zoning 

application.   

It was only with the intervention of the British Columbia state through the 

introduction of Bill 30 that Ledcor’s private energy project was able to finally proceed at 

Ashlu Creek.  The government chose an interventionist tactic that favoured the private 

sector rather than one that favoured local government, the local community and the public.  

In its new radical, neoliberal-style, electricity policy the provincial government created a 

lucrative incentive with Energy Purchase Agreements for the private sector to invest in 

energy projects.  When faced with obstacles in its pathway to the new energy policy the 

government responded by expanding the regulatory system to facilitate success of its 

electricity privatisation objective.  Through this micro-level case study of ‘actually existing 
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neoliberalism’, clear elements of neoliberalisation were progressively manifesting: 

reregulation, interventionism and conflict between pre-existing political-economic factors 

and new neoliberal interests.  The uniqueness of this particular set of market-style 

neoliberal policies in the realm of electricity was increasingly taking shape. 

As part of the global-neoliberal era, the Liberal government was facilitating private 

enterprise (capital) in creating the necessary conditions.  In this micro-case case, the Liberal 

government demonstrated a determination, and Ledcor a persistence, for achieving success 

towards privatisation of electricity in British Columbia. 

   

The findings that have emerged in this study of regional neoliberal policy, through 

Chapters Four, Five and Six, will now be explored in greater depth in the following two 

chapters.  In Chapter Seven, conclusions will be drawn about the impact of neoliberalism in 

global times on the Liberal government in respect to its radical new electricity policy making 

and the specific features this case of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ contained.  The case 

study’s findings will be examined in terms of major theoretical themes identified in Chapter 

Two including path dependency, state interventionism, the disparity between neoliberal 

theory and practice and class structure and the role of the state.  It will be shown that 

regional neoliberal policy can best be understood utilising these thematic approaches.  

Chapter Eight is more theoretical, drawing out the analytical strengths of the project that 

contribute to the literature on neoliberalism.  

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                                                                                                    Chapter Seven - Case Study Analysis  

188 
 

CHAPTER SEVEN - CASE STUDY ANALYSIS 
 

 

It would appear that electricity policy in British Columbia has gone full circle, from 

the private sector to the public sector taking over as the dominant player and returning to 

the private sector as a growing key player in the electricity industry.  British Columbia’s story 

of privatisation of power is not dissimilar to the trend in many other western country 

jurisdictions where governments having nationalised power in earlier times and moved to 

privatising electricity in more recent times.  However, as this case study has revealed, British 

Columbia has followed its own trajectory and while it contains some classic elements of the 

rise of neoliberalism elsewhere it also has unique features which reflect the history of 

nationalisation of power in British Columbia and the British Columbia polity.  It has 

demonstrated through a case study of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ that neoliberal policy 

is influenced by economic, political and social conditions prevailing at the time in the 

location where the policy is being implemented, creating policy that is somewhat distinctive 

to that place.  That is, there are unique conditions which create unique policy outcomes.  

In this case study, the specificity of the jurisdiction of British Columbia is revealed of 

a context of national and international factors and a set of regional internal social, economic 

and political factors which together combined to have an impact on electricity policy 

formation.  The restructuring of electricity policy in British Columbia was undertaken not in 

an isolated setting but one that was affected by changing U.S. energy policy and liberalising 

Canadian federal energy policy.  The new U.S. and national Canadian energy policies helped 

facilitate the new neoliberal-style regional British Columbia electricity policy.  These external 

influences included the new multi-lateral agreements of the North American Free Trade 

Agreement (NAFTA) and the General Agreement on Trade in Services (GATS).  Nor was the 
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internal provincial setting a homogenous and harmonious environment for the 

implementation of new radical electricity policy.  The regional British Columbia government 

was subject to certain private sector pressures, both in terms of energy investors and 

historic industrial capital in the province, as well as political pressures from residential 

energy users, the environmental movement, local government and local communities. 

This case study of new neoliberal-style electricity policy is also an example of what 

can be called neoliberal ‘theory-practice discrepancy’.  There was neither less government, 

true marketisation nor improved efficiency.  The new radical British Columbia electricity 

policy failed to meet three of the key principles of theoretical or ideological neoliberalism.  

The British Columbia case study reveals one of the main contradictions of neoliberalism, 

namely, that the state generally is an active interventionist in bringing about neoliberal 

policy initiatives in spite of the neoliberal theory tenet of ‘smaller government’.  Through its 

radical changes to electricity policy, the British Columbia state both facilitated capital 

accumulation for new energy investors and harmonised potential conflict between different 

fractions of capital.  The Liberal government significantly assisted the private electricity 

sector in making profit with an outcome that was not in the public interest but rather at the 

public interest’s expense.  Concerns raised by the established industrial sector as 

privatisation of the energy sector began taking shape were resolved by the Liberal 

government, thus, preventing a clash between different capital fractions.  As had been the 

state’s role during the post-World War II Keynesian economic period, in general and in 

British Columbia, the British Columbia state was an active player in creating new 

opportunities for capitalist investment and interests through the Liberal government’s new 

electricity policy.  Part of the contradiction of neoliberalism that emerged in the British 

Columbia case was that through the Liberal government’ privatisation policy the state 
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protected new, private energy investors from the vagaries of the market.  Lastly, the new 

electricity policy did not prove to be more efficient for the government but quite the 

reverse, becoming a serious financial liability that challenged the legitimation role of the 

government.  

The profound electricity policy changes of the 2000s were part of an overall 

neoliberal shift the new Liberal government was making in a range of policy areas that 

embedded the province further in a post-Keynesian Welfare State regulatory regime.  While 

changes had been occurring in electricity policy in the preceding twelve years, which can be 

characterised as nascent-neoliberal, it was with the election of the Liberal government in 

2001 that British Columbia electricity policy began making an acute turn in a definite 

neoliberal direction.  Previous years leading up to 2001 are relevant to the story of 

electricity policy change in subsequent years providing important contextual information on 

the inception, continuation and discontinuation of electricity policy elements.  The focus of 

this project, though, has been on the unprecedented shifts and turns in energy policy that 

took shape under the Liberal governments in the 2000’s which have caste a very different 

form over the electricity sector of British Columbia.  These electricity policy changes in the 

2000s can be characterised as incremental, the extent and impact not overtly apparent 

compared to the more specific nature and immediate effect of policy in other jurisdictions 

where there has been more explicit privatisation of electricity systems.  This style of 

incremental policy which also had very little public accountability can be viewed as a 

deliberate strategy of the Liberal government to implement its radical new policy while 

attempting to avoid public contestation as much as possible. 

The new British Columbia Liberal government of 2001 chose a “made-in-BC” policy 

approach of deregulation and privatisation unlike that of other jurisdictions.  This approach 
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seemed to avoid the problems of electricity privatisation in other regions.  Also, it could 

have been politically suicidal, in light of the historic social-political climate of British 

Columbia, to risk outright privatisation of the U.K. brand that may have not been tolerated 

by the polity.  Instead, the Liberal government proceeded stealthily with a degree of 

deregulation and privatisation that significantly transformed the public electricity system in 

British Columbia, never-the-less, but a form that could hopefully survive politically even if 

not popular with many citizens.   

Prior to being elected in 2001, the Liberal government had promised electors it 

would not privatise BC Hydro.  BC Hydro was a very successful public utility with one of the 

lowest electricity production costs and retail rates in North America that was also a highly 

valued public institution amongst the British Columbia population.  The government 

recognised that its political legitimation would be seriously at risk if it followed a more 

traditional neoliberal policy path of out-right privatisation of the public utility as in, for 

example, neighbouring Alberta.  But key components of the 2000s radically new electricity 

policy, such as the Energy Plan 2002 ban on BC Hydro developing new production capacity 

and all new power generation to be by the private power sector, were clear steps in 

privatising the energy sector in British Columbia.  Included in privatisation was the loss of BC 

Hydro’s administrative arm to the private sector.  While technically BC Hydro was not 

privatised given the crown corporation remains the Liberal government, at the same time, 

significantly chipped away at the public utility.  Overall, the Liberal government privatised 

energy production to a degree that qualitatively altered the original function of BC Hydro, 

placing the province’s electricity system progressively in the private sector.  The Liberal 

government created policy that kept the appearance of BC Hydro intact but at the same 

time was hollowing out the public corporation and the public electricity system that had 
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been in place since the 1960s.  While BC Hydro was not privatised as such, the electricity 

sector as a whole was being significantly privatised. 

The mix of neoliberal policy adopted by the British Columbia government reflects a 

certain economic, political and cultural inheritance that the government needed to navigate 

to succeed in implementation of its new market-style electricity policy.  The forty-year-old 

public utility that is sacrosanct to the province’s populace was preserved, at least in 

appearance, to help protect the Liberal Party’s political life in government.  Maintaining BC 

Hydro was also a very advantageous strategy for assisting the private power sector’s 

growth, providing economic security and profitable opportunities for the private sector 

although at the public’s expense.   

With the unique makeup of the Liberal government’s radical new electricity policy 

the British Columbia state was attempting to balance its legitimation and capital 

accumulation functions.  Ultimately, the Liberal government came down on the side of 

capital over the region’s citizens and other classes, choosing to give priority to facilitating 

capital accumulation over its legitimation function.  As shown in Chapter Three, with both 

major waves of neoliberalism in British Columbia in the 1980s and in the 2000s, there was a 

definite shift in class preference in terms of new policy benefits, with the traditional social 

role in the Keynesian welfare state model diminishing increasingly in favour of supporting 

capitalist interests. 

The Liberal government’s new neoliberal electricity policy, then, created a unique 

privatisation system that kept in place the public institution of BC Hydro while at the same 

time facilitating the growth of private power production and privately owned assets.  These 

private assets, however, were being paid for by the public through expensive Energy 

Purchase Agreements between BC Hydro and private power producers.  In other words, in 
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terms of this public-private contradiction, the public sector was subsidising the private 

sector while at the same time not having ownership of the new infrastructure that it was 

financially supporting.  The ownership of the new electricity assets developed during the 

2000s was unlike the expensive massive development of electricity infrastructure during the 

1960s to the 1980s which were owned by the public through BC Hydro.  This is a clear case 

of state interventionism in the course of implementing neoliberal policy.  It is an example of 

the discrepancy that can exist between neoliberal theory and actual neoliberal practice: 

rather than there being less government as neoliberal ideology often advocates there was 

active involvement by the Liberal government to ensure its radical neoliberal electricity 

policy succeeded. 

The Ashlu Creek micro-case study, the focus of Chapter Six, has provided an 

opportunity to closely examine the implications of the British Columbia government’s new 

set of neoliberal energy policies by exploring the implementation of the policies at a 

smaller-scale, sub-regional level.  This sub-regional view has enabled an investigation of 

important economic and political factors that came into play as the Squamish-Lillooet 

Regional District was coping with the introduction of the radical new power policy.  With the 

Ledcor application for re-zoning at the centre of the dispute, political and economic forces 

were observed in a dispute that arose as community and local government forces competed 

with provincial government and private sector forces to determine the outcome of the 

application.  The mini-case study of Ashlu Creek dispute helped illuminate the reasons for 

the ultimate success of the provincial government’s new privatisation of electricity policy.   

The extent of the provincial government’s determination to implement its new 

regime of neoliberal-type energy policy is revealed in the Ashlu Creek micro-case study, 

particularly with the enactment of Bill 30.  At the same time, the micro-case demonstrates 
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the private energy sector’s persistent attempt to benefit from the government’s new 

electricity privatisation policy of lucrative Energy Purchase Agreements as seen with 

Ledcor’s steadfastness over four years to establish a hydro plant on Ashlu Creek.  However, 

the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, an established political force, when confronted with 

the new neoliberal electricity policy, was equally tenacious in its role as a local government, 

delaying over four years approval of Ledcor’s application for re-zoning and mobilising the 

province’s local governments in opposition to Bill 30. 

The initial rationale of the British Columbia government for opening up the public 

monopoly of power production in British Columbia to competition, to benefit users from 

efficiencies of competitiveness of the free market, did not materialise.  Private power 

producers generally did not sell their power in an open market.  The government did not 

stipulate that private energy producers sell exclusively to BC Hydro and gave them other 

choices of selling directly to industrial customers or selling for export (Cohen, 2014:8th pg).  

However, private producers generally sold their power to BC Hydro at prices set in long term 

agreements that were significantly above the power unit production cost of BC Hydro.  

Private producers exploited the fact that BC Hydro essentially could not expand its own 

capacity for new electricity supply resulting in BC Hydro being forced to buy from private 

producers and at considerably high prices.  The private energy sector had a captive market 

with its secured ability to sell energy to BC Hydro.  Therefore, private power producers 

typically did not enter an open market place as such and were protected from market forces 

through guaranteed long-term high prices in Energy Purchase Agreements with BC Hydro 

(Calvert, 2007:2-3).  Also, private power producers could not compete on the U.S. energy 

market because their production unit prices were too high (Calvert, 2014).  Consequently, it 

became necessary for private producers to sell to BC Hydro, made possible by the Liberal 
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government’s new electricity policy which forced BC Hydro to buy from private producers 

and at inflated prices (Calvert, 2014).  This outcome is contrary to the neoliberal rationale of 

the free market and competitiveness for greater efficiencies.  It appears to be marketisation 

turned on its head and an overt discrepancy between the theory of neoliberalism and its 

actual practice.  This is neoliberal logic inverted, demonstrating that the logic of the market 

does not always flow.  Far from creating a competitive market in the private electricity 

sector the government protected private producers from market forces granting guaranteed 

prices for purchasing their electricity in long term contracts.  In this case study of actually 

existing neoliberalism in electricity policy, then, neoliberalism is shown to be a form of class 

interest with the state serving the needs of capital. 

 

Three areas stand out that warrant discussion in respect to what has been learnt 

from the British Columbia case of actually existing neoliberalism.  The three focal points that 

raise important questions and issues critical to the case study are: ‘Why privatise 

electricity?’, what was the Liberal government’s motive?; ‘Continuing state intervention’, 

the state’s role in the new power regulatory regime; and ‘Contestation’, the role opposition 

played in the implementation of the new electricity policy.  

 

Why Privatise Electricity?  
 

With other jurisdictions’ failed experience of electricity privatisation and the fact 

that BC Hydro produced some of the cheapest power in North America38, ‘… one of the most 

efficient and reliable public utilities on the continent …’ (Cohen, 2014:1st pg), why did the BC 

                                                           
38At the time of privatisation, BC Hydro produced the third cheapest electricity in Canada after Manitoba and 
Quebec provinces (Sierra Legal Defence Fund, 2002:25).  It was less than half Ontario’s rates (Hoberg & 
Rowlands, 2012:19). 
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government proceed down the path of deregulation, diminishing the role of an historically 

very successful crown utility and opening the door increasingly to private power 

production?  Why did the government implement policy that over time progressively 

weakened the strong advantages the public utility had had in providing secure, affordable 

power to the province?  Were the reasons ideological, that proponents genuinely believed 

the private sector and market would improve the electricity industry in British Columbia?  

Was the Liberal government ideologically opposed in general to a public sector actively 

engaged in the economy?  Or did the government want to facilitate the expansion of 

capitalist interests knowing that the electricity sector is a potentially lucrative industry, a 

source for profit making?  The answer can best be found where the benefits of the new 

policy appeared to lie.  In contrast to potential disadvantages of the new policy, the loss of a 

hugely efficient public utility, there were clear gains available for private energy investors 

with the lucrative energy purchase agreements they could secure with BC Hydro.   

The official public reason initially put forward by the Liberal government to justify 

deregulation and privatisation in British Columbia, as has been used by governments in 

other regions, was that privatisation would be of benefit to consumers and the economy, 

and that there would be ’potential savings’ and ‘greater choice’ for rate-payers 

(Government of British Columbia, 2002:10).  However, the policy choice of electricity 

deregulation and privatisation appears to contradict what would have been the most 

efficient step to take in face of the evidence in other jurisdictions and what would best serve 

the citizenry of British Columbia.  Despite clear evidence of severe problems with electricity 

deregulation and privatisation in other jurisdictions the Liberal government’s 2001 BC 

Energy Task Force recommended market-style policy and the Liberal government proceeded 

to largely adopt the Task Force’s recommendations.  Only the year before in neighbouring 
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Alberta, where there had been outright privatisation of electricity, the price of electricity 

had increased by 500% in six months (Sierra Legal Defence Fund, 2002:25-6).  Leading up to 

the 2000s, BC Hydro had been one of North America’s most successful public utilities.  With 

the Liberal government’s new electricity policy, British Columbia’s historic low power rates 

were put at risk for residential and small business users.  In addition, public control of 

electricity supply and transmission was diminished due to the new power policy and the 

spectre of international treaties hovering over the province.   

When the Liberal government began its explicit neoliberal electricity policy agenda in 

the early 2000’s the British Columbia state was in relative good health with one of the 

sleekest provincial public services in Canada.  There was not the economic imperative for 

the state to withdraw from Keynesian–type policies, such as a ballooning debt, as often 

existed in other western jurisdictions.  It could be concluded, then, that the British Columbia 

Liberal government of the 2000’s was a neoliberal government motivated at least in part by 

neoliberal ideology.  However, as Teeple states, neoliberal changes to policy ‘are no mere 

ideological impositions’ (Teeple, 2000:5).  The British Columbia government’s neoliberal-

style policy of privatisation of electricity did not have a fiscal imperative but it clearly 

facilitated capital accumulation for the private energy sector and industrial sector.  As 

discussed in Chapter Two, the most useful understanding of neoliberalism in the literature is 

that argued by Damien Cahill which claims that it is not just neoliberal ideas that cause the 

prevalence and endurance of neoliberalism but the fact that neoliberalism also becomes 

embedded in class relations and institutions.  Reasons for the Liberal government 

proceeding with their radical new electricity policy in the 2000s can in part be explained by 

the fact that since the 1980s relative class power had been shifting as a result of the 

introduction of new neoliberal policies with government policy progressively favouring 
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capital accumulation over social needs.  The outcomes of the Liberal government’s new 

electricity privatisation policy demonstrate what Damien Cahill describes as ‘constitutional 

privileging’ the private sector in providing public services, a result of institutional 

embeddedness of neoliberalism ‘in a transformed set of state regulations’.  In turn, this 

‘constitutional privileging’ of the private sector reinforces the social relations of 

neoliberalism, benefitting capital over other classes (Cahill, 2014:114,117). 

The new radical electricity policy was introduced by the Liberal British Columbia 

government with a rationalisation, supported by certain interest groups and policy analysts, 

that justified policy which ultimately favoured private interests and was counter to the 

public interest.  The British Columbia government initially claimed there would be benefits 

for rate-payers with the new, more competitive, electricity policy but as grave difficulties 

became apparent with privatised electricity systems in other jurisdictions the government’s 

justification of its new policy evolved to one of ‘self-sufficiency’ and ‘clean’ energy (Cohen, 

2014:5th-6th, 10th pgs).  The Energy Plan 2007 that came five years after the first Energy Plan 

of 2002 is couched in such language with the Minister for Energy, Richard Neufeld 

introducing the plan as  

… a made-in B.C. solution to the common global challenge of ensuring a secure, reliable, 

supply of affordable energy in an environmentally responsible way (Government of 

British Columbia, 2007:5). 

 

When BC Hydro’s financial dilemma eventually erupted in 2010 the Liberal 

government, through its Review of BC Hydro, focussed blame and responsibility for the 

situation on BC Hydro, not on the government’s own energy policy.  Although the 

government made some alterations to its policy, it left the new electricity policy regime 

essentially intact.  As Hoberg and Rowlands stated, ‘the fundamentals of the policy shifts are 

still in place’ (Hoberg & Rowlands, 2012:23).  Effectively, the Liberal government claimed 
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that the utility was the cause of the crisis thus protecting its electricity policy from any 

culpability.  Diverting blame from itself, the policy-maker exemplifies the embeddedness of 

neoliberal policy in class relations, that the deficient electricity policy would continue to 

serve capital interests at the expense of other interest groups and a viable public utility.  

The designation of small private hydro projects as green energy plants in the Liberal 

government’s newly adopted green energy policy also helped to facilitate capital expansion.  

The provincial government used green energy as a shield to help propel and implement its 

private power production policy knowing that, generally, green, sustainable energy policy 

would be acceptable to and desired by the public.  The Squamish-Lillooet Regional District 

government and local community resisting the Ashlu Creek project were in favour of 

sustainable energy and not philosophically opposed to small-scale hydro projects; their 

primary issues were environmental and economic concerns, adequate long-term power 

project planning and privatisation of electricity. 

British Columbia neoliberal electricity policy changes in the 2000s reflected the 

globalisation of economic ideas.  Deregulation and privatisation of electricity had begun in 

the 1980s during Margaret Thatcher’s time as prime minister of the U.K. (Calvert, 2007:22) 

from where they passed into many western jurisdictions as part of a package of neoliberal 

ideas of policy and governance (Larner, 2000:7).  Certain analysts of globalisation and 

neoliberalism conclude that economic globalisation and neoliberal ideology cannot be 

separated, that neoliberal policy ideas are to a significant extent rooted in the materialist 

needs of the globalisation stage of capitalist development of the past thirty to forty years 

(Teeple, 2000; Cahill, 2014).  Teeple claims that the neoliberal policy stage of the state 

witnessed since the late-1970s has been imperative for capitalism to advance to the 

globalisation stage (Teeple, 2000).  As Cahill explains, given the predominance of neoliberal 
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policy though embeddedness of neoliberal ideas in society in social (class) relations, 

institutions (regulatory regime) and ideologically, it is inaccurate to view neoliberal policy 

development as being generated by neoliberal philosophy alone (Cahill, 2014). 

It can be concluded, then, that the answer to the question of what motivated the 

Liberal government with its new energy policy was the facilitation of accumulation for 

private power producers.  BC Hydro was capable of efficiently providing the province’s 

necessary electricity supply under a proven system of supplementing its own power 

generation with power trading.  According to a BC Hydro engineer, the corporation was also 

capable of generating green energy to help meet the Liberal government’s new goal of clean 

energy (John Taylor, interview 2011) although banned by the Liberal government’s new 

electricity policy from producing green energy.  In addition, the Liberal government was not 

prepared to back down from its electricity privatisation policy in the face of a provincial-

wide legal challenge nor in the Ashlu Creek dispute.  However, on the other hand, the 

Liberal government did reverse its neoliberal policies when it came to privatisation of the 

Coquihalla Highway and privatisation of Government owned liquor stores.  In these 

instances, the Liberal government caved to ‘regional backlash’ in which it ‘ran square into 

public opinion’ and was also aware there was a provincial election looming (Lee, 2003).  

There was more at stake in the British Columbia state performing its role of facilitating 

capital accumulation with securing privatisation of electricity than privatising a highway or a 

network of government liquor stores.  It was, also, a relatively easy act of state legitimation 

for the Liberal government to withdraw from the highway and liquor store privatisation 

plans.  In contrast, opening the electricity sector to competition significantly paved the way 

for global capital in its pursuit of expansion and profit gain, a much larger scale capital 

interest than that required with privatising a highway or liquor stores.  
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Along with economic, social and political factors particular to British Columbia, 

broader forces were significant contributing elements in the introduction of radical new 

British Columbia electricity policies in the 2000s, in particular, the general drive by 

capitalism to spread globally in its pursuit of profits and the pervasive presence of neoliberal 

ideology.  One area new capitalist development can extend into is the public sector of public 

goods and services including electricity.  As Cahill argues, capital in general is interested in 

entering the area of public service and goods and has ‘advocated privatisation and 

marketisation as a way of opening up the state to profitable activities’ (Cahill, 2014:125).  

With the post-World War II contract between capital, labour and government, capitalism 

has experienced challenges since the 1970s to maintain desired levels of profit (Teeple, 

2000).  Historically, capitalism has faced barriers to its growth and experienced crises but 

has always found solutions that enable the capitalist mode of production to endure.  In 

present neoliberal times one of the solutions has been the entry of private interest into the 

public sector.  Corporations interested in realising profit from the electricity sector have a 

vested interest in pressuring governments either directly or through international trade 

agreements to gain entry rights.  There is evidence to show overlapping connections 

between economic interests and political interests in British Columbia regarding the 2000’s 

electricity policy changes.  The financial benefits to the private sector have been called a 

bonanza involving ‘… hundreds of new energy companies, banks, investment houses, 

contractors, engineering firms, consultants …’ (Calvert, 2007:8,233).  Investment interests in 

the British Columbia electricity sector at the global were significant.  With privatisation of 

the sector the vast majority of new privately-owned power projects were owned by ‘large, 
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foreign-owned conglomerates’ (Calvert, 2007:194) and these were the primary beneficiaries 

of the government’s electricity policy changes.   

It is clear from this case study that the Liberal governments’ new electricity policy of 

the 2000s benefitted the private energy sector and it can be concluded that this was the 

intent of the government at the outset.  Cohen argues that the ‘self-sufficiency’ and 

‘insurance’ definitions, allegedly for achieving electricity supply security, were ‘clearly 

unnecessary … (and) … appear designed solely to support the private generation of 

electricity’, for generating a substantial surplus of ‘green’ energy that could hopefully be 

exported to the U.S. (Cohen, 2014:11th pg).  Prior to these policy changes, BC Hydro had an 

established record of successfully maintaining self-sufficiency of energy through trading 

with Alberta and the U.S. for necessary extra supply.  The Liberal government’s new 

electricity policy, then, was class-based while presented in the form of neoliberal rhetoric, 

ideology.  

 

It has been shown in this case study that radical electricity policy change in British 

Columbia in the 2000s did not occur in a provincial vacuum but in an environment of 

national and international liberalisation of electricity regulation.  The region of British 

Columbia was surrounded by, and increasingly being drawn into, a broader political-

economic neoliberalisation context that was occurring under globalisation often through 

international trade arrangements.  This wider political-economic momentum included the 

service of energy.  National relaxing of electricity export regulation and changes in U.S. 

electricity policy under the Federal Energy Regulatory Commission provided a conducive 

environment for neoliberalising policy in British Columbia’s electricity sector.  Also, the 

beginning of a neoliberal electricity policy trend in British Columbia in the late 1980s 
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coincided with the coming to power of the neoliberal-leaning government of Prime Minister 

Brian Mulroney and his Conservative Party in 1984, a political era surviving until 1993.  

Mulroney and U.S. president of the time, Ronald Reagan, formed a continental bond, 

holding discussions on continental policy including electricity (Froschauer, 1999:11).  In this 

time period, in 1988, the first free trade agreement was negotiated between Canada and 

the U.S., the U.S.-Canada Free Trade Agreement, a precedent in free trade treaties given the 

size of the two economies it covered.  The international trade treaties of, first, the U.S.-

Canada Free Trade Agreement, and later the larger trade agreements of NAFTA and GATS all 

helped to create a milieu that encouraged policy changes in a neoliberal direction in British 

Columbia. 

One of the contributing factors to a fertile ground in British Columbia for increased 

continentalisation of British Columbia’s electricity sector with the U.S. in the 2000s was the 

failure in earlier years of a Canadian national grid to form in the 1960s under prime 

ministers John Diefenbaker and Lester Pearson and a western regional grid to form in the 

late 1970s to early 1980s.  A main reason for these grids failing was a provincial preference 

for a continental connection with the U.S. (Froschauer, 1999:23-54).  Although British 

Columbia trades power with Alberta, formal integration of transmission systems has been 

with U.S. states south of the Canada-U.S. border.  Together, the predilection of the 

provinces to resist joining power grids and Prime Minster Mulroney’s Conservative Party 

government’s virtual dissolution of the National Energy Board in the 1980s helped lay the 

foundation for a shift in electricity policy in a more market-oriented direction, a trend that 

was gathering force in Canadian provinces including British Columbia. 

The continental integration between the British Columbia and U.S. electricity sectors 

reflects a long history in Canada of a U.S. continental pull on the Canadian economy.  
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Bringing British Columbia into Confederation in 1871 was in part an attempt to prevent 

British Columbia from unifying southwards with the U.S. which could have denied economic 

gains to the economic elite centred in Ontario and Quebec.  As nationalist as Pierre Trudeau 

was in his tenure as Canadian Prime Minister in the 1970s, it has been shown that his Liberal 

Party federal governments facilitated a growing continentalism of the Canadian economy 

with the U.S. (Clement, 1977).  The difference in more current continental economic times is 

that the sovereign power of regional (provincial) and national governments in Canada is 

diminishing under the power of NAFTA and GATS with certain sovereign power shifting to 

corporations.  These trade treaties, for example, provide corporations with certain dispute 

rights by which companies could challenge provincial and national government policy39.  The 

new continentalism is creating corporate expansion in new political ways40 as well as in 

increased economic opportunities.  BC Hydro has been the recipient of such a corporate 

challenge by Mercer International under the auspices of NAFTA.  A $250 million law-suit was 

filed against BC Hydro by Mercer claiming it was not offered the same opportunity to sell 

bio-mass energy to BC Hydro as other pulp companies in British Columbia were (Cohen & 

Calvert, 2012:24). 

Therefore, this case of actually existing regional neoliberalism shows the extent to 

which a regional government needs to navigate the globalisation environment which 

impinges on the region.  This case study demonstrates how neoliberalism becomes 

institutionally embedded through what has been called the ‘constitutionalisation’ of 

                                                           
39 Under NAFTA there have been more than thirty ‘investor-state’ claims against public policy in Canada at all 
government levels on the basis of foreign investors claiming an impact on their profitability, including policy 
areas of toxic waste, environmental assessment and wildlife conservation (Sinclair & Saulnier, 2013). 
40 As of 2010 there were 28 known ‘investor-state’ claims against Canada, with claims being filed at an 
increasing rate.  Canada has paid claimants $CAD 157 million for damages while the U.S. has never lost a case 
(Sinclair, 2010:24). 
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neoliberalism, at the national and supra-national levels (Cahill, 2014:108) and how such 

national-international constitutionalisation of neoliberalism has a consequential impact on 

regional policy-making.  

In sum, it appears that the Liberal government’s radical new electricity policy was 

introduced for the purpose of facilitating private investment in energy not for creating a 

more efficient energy system.  Surrounding the British Columbia region was a growing 

currency of the neoliberal ideas of privatisation and deregulation which manifested in 

changing Canadian and U.S. energy regulations and international trade agreements affecting 

British Columbia.  At the heart of the Liberal government’s new power policy in this growing 

international and national environment of neoliberal ideas and policy was a shift in relative 

class power with corporate power gaining over the public interest. 

 

Continuing State Interventionism 
 

One of the main outcomes of this case study of electricity privatisation has been the 

illustration of the high degree of involvement a state can play in the realisation of 

neoliberal-style policy, a phenomenon which is important to understand.  As well, it has 

been revealed that the nature of the state can be complex as the process of policy 

neoliberalisation unfolds. 

In spite of the Liberal government’s rhetoric of deregulating the public monopoly of 

BC Hydro in order to capture the so-called benefits of a free market, its radical new 

electricity policy represented more a case of reregulation than deregulation.  Deregulation 

of electricity by the Liberal government was usually matched by reregulation, one set of 

regulations replaced with another, to consolidate the new electricity policy regime, a 

phenomenon which has been observed in other jurisdictions taking up neoliberal-style 
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policy (Cerny, 2008:25; Peck & Tickell, 2002:389).  While the Liberal government changed 

the state’s role in the electricity sector it was not opting out of or diminishing its overall 

role, but creating a new regulatory regime in the electricity sector.  The province’s energy 

sector was heavily reregulated through three key policy initiatives of the Energy Plan 2002, 

the Energy Plan 2007 and the Clean Energy Act of 2010.  One of the clearest examples of 

reregulation was the 2002 ban placed on BC Hydro capacity expansion, a new regulation 

without which the private energy sector could not have expanded and been profitable.   

The government’s neoliberal approach also included examples of more 

straightforward deregulation and the relaxation of regulatory standards, for example, with 

the new Environmental Assessment Act introduced in 2002.  Diminishing environmental 

consultation and regulation reflected a newer stage of environmentalism that Timothy 

Doyle calls Stage 3 which had been emerging internationally in place of the earlier 

corporatist model of environmental governance among government, stakeholders and the 

private sector/company (Doyle,2001:xxii).  The general evaluation of the new act by the 

British Columbia environmental movement was that environmental assessment standards 

had been lowered for private smaller-scale energy projects and that a reduction of staff 

resources in the responsible ministry would compromise effective monitoring and 

enforcement of environment standards.   

A further example of simply deregulation was the removal by the Liberal government 

of much of the oversight authority of the independent regulatory body, BC Utilities 

Commission, which it transferred to itself, the government.  The Commission’s oversight 

role included mandatory consultation with stake-holders, a process that helped ensure 

public participation in policy application, but which would now not exist with the 

government assuming the oversight function.  These acts of deregulation supported the 
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Liberal government’s neoliberal reform of electricity, helping to enable private investment 

in the public good. 

As shown in Chapters Three and Four, the British Columbia state has, historically, 

played an active role in the development of the region’s economy since post- World War II, 

a critical part of which was expanding the public electricity system.  The state has been the 

key driver of the electricity sector since the early-1960s, undertaking responsibility for the 

reliable supply of affordable electricity to residents and industry.  Increasingly, the state 

took an interventionist role, nationalising private electricity companies and building massive 

hydro-electricity and transmission infrastructure.  The premier of the time, W.A.C. Bennett, 

was convinced that the private sector was incapable of meeting industrial and residential 

electricity needs required for the economic development of the province.  The state, also, 

resolved the conflict of interest between different capitals fractions when there were 

competing needs.  Given its profit priorities, the early private electricity capital sector did 

not have the incentive or financial ability to develop an integrated large-scale electricity 

industry for industrialising the province.  Consequently, the state in the 1960s stepped in to 

fill the void.  Historically, then, the state facilitated the economic interests of certain sectors 

of capital through forging new electricity policy and direct involvement in electricity 

generation and transmission.   

The ideologically different governments of the Social Credit Party (under leaders 

W.A.C. Bennett, 1952 – 72 and son, Bill Bennett, 1975 – 86) and the New Democrat Party 

(1972-1975) had consistent electricity policy over approximately twenty-five years from 

1961 to the mid-1980s, showing that policy directions were a function of the times rather 

than a function of the governing party’s philosophy.  The Social Credit Party did not have 

socialist or social democrat goals in its political platform.  When first elected as government 
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in 1952 the Social Credit Party was a populist, non-socialist party supporting private 

enterprise and small business.  Under the tutelage of its first and enduring premier, W.A.C. 

Bennett, the Party supported large companies expanding in British Columbia in more 

remote rural areas (Hak, 2004).  Premier Bennett ensured a reliable and affordable supply of 

electricity with his radical nationalisation and public program.  When it came to power in 

the 1970s, the New Democrat Party, which by contrast had social democrat goals with a 

strong association with the labour movement, continued the Social Credit public electricity 

policy. 

Later, in the 1980s and 1990s, both Social Credit and New Democrat British Columbia 

governments initiated neoliberal-style electricity policy that began to lay the foundation for 

the new radical electricity policy of privatisation by the new Liberal government in the 

2000s.  However, overall, with both the Keynesian period and early-neoliberal stage there 

was continuity of policy between the different political party governments for a 

predominantly public electricity system.  With the successive stages of electricity policy, it 

was the state’s drive for economic development, its facilitating capital accumulation, not the 

philosophy of the political party in power, which determined electricity policy of the day. 

In the 2000s the state continued the trend of facilitating capital interests, opening up 

the public electricity sector to private power producers to make electricity production a 

profitable, private capital pursuit.  As had been the case in the 1960s, the state also played 

the role of harmonising competing capital interests between the private power sector and 

the industrial sector, including mining and pulp and paper, through the Heritage Contract.  

This guaranteed relatively low electricity rates for industry given the potential significant 

increased rates that could arise as a result of BC Hydro being obliged to purchase expensive 

energy contracts from the private sector.  
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The Liberal government’s decision to keep the proposed plan for the public Site C 

Dam was compatible with its new electricity policy regime of reducing public capacity of 

electricity generation.  Site C Dam, the last of the planned mega hydro-electricity projects 

from the 1960s-to-1980s public infrastructure building period, represented the old regime 

of electricity production, a major piece of infrastructure, fully owned and operated by the 

public sector.  It appears that Site C Dam was made an exception by the Liberal government 

to its ban on expanding public power production so that a reliable supply of power would be 

available to the emerging liquefied natural gas sector in the north.  In keeping the possibility 

open for developing Site C Dam by the public sector, the government was playing an 

interventionist role.   The state would provide publicly-generated power for private industry 

while simultaneously advancing privatisation of the public electricity sector.   On the one 

hand, the Liberal government was continuing an historic role of intervention by the British 

Columbian state in respect to electricity policy while on the other hand initiating a newly 

characterised neoliberal-oriented state role.  

This case study, then, helps illustrate a contradictory role the capitalist state must 

play. Both the earlier period of nationalisation and publicly-owned rapid expansion of the 

electricity sector and the later period of deregulation and privatisation of electricity indicate 

that one capital fraction’s interests are not necessarily capital’s interests in general, and that 

the state serves the purpose of stabilising capitalist development by helping to balance 

competing capital interests.  Applying Jamie Gough’s characterisation of the capitalist state 

(2004:204), British Columbia governments have acted to resolve the contradiction that 

exists in the capitalist state between its autonomy to act on behalf of all capital while at the 

same time receiving pressure from particular capitals for their individual interests.  These 

contending capitalist interests in the British Columbia economy between the electricity and 
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industry sectors point to one of the contradictions of the capitalist mode of production, that 

one sector in the course of seeking profit can be undermining the interests of another 

capital sector, and potentially at the disadvantage of the overall capitalist economy of the 

region in which the respective sectors operate.  The British Columbia state has historically 

acted to ameliorate this situation of potentially destructive economic tension.   

Although the concept of neoliberalism in part has been popularised by its 

proponents with the notion that there will be ‘less government’ or ‘smaller government’ 

with neoliberal policy, this case study has shown that rather than less government with a 

greater involvement of the private sector in the energy sector there has continued to be an 

active role of the state in implementing its new electricity policy of privatisation.  Although 

the provincial Liberal government was contracting the role of the public sector in the 

electricity industry, the state’s role in the sector did not diminish.  It was through direct 

state intervention that the private sector was able to enter, participate and remain viable in 

the industry.  The state assumed the risk burden of private investing producers through long 

term contracts guaranteeing a wholesale price that exceeded the cost of public electricity 

generation by BC Hydro.   

This is a clear example of dissonance between neoliberal policy theory and practice.  

The micro-case study of Ashlu Creek has helped further illustrate how the notion of ‘less 

government’ is a misconception when a government implements neoliberal-type policies.  

In the Ashlu Creek dispute the British Columbia Liberal government was actively 

interventionist by introducing Bill 30 to ensure its new electricity policy was carried through, 

allowing for the private company of Ledcor to proceed with its energy project and realise 

the profitable benefits of the Energy Power Agreement it held with BC Hydro.  This act of 

government intervention was clearly contrary to the principle in dominant neoliberal 
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political thought that governments should contract their roles through less regulation.  It 

has been shown, in contrast, that neoliberalism requires significant levels of regulation and 

intervention to ensure desired class outcomes. 

 

This example of actually existing neoliberalism demonstrates a contradiction within 

the British Columbia state with a split occurring between different arms of the state, 

between the government, the policy maker, and the public utility, BC Hydro, a main target 

of the new policy.  An assumption made at the beginning of this project, that BC Hydro as 

the public utility was simply part of the state implementing the new electricity policy, was 

proven to be incorrect.  As information was gathered in the course of interviews with BC 

Hydro employees and others it became clear that BC Hydro was a stakeholder itself in this 

case of actually existing neoliberalism and became a political-economic actor in the course 

of implementing the new policy.  It is evident that tensions existed between the Liberal 

government which made the policy directives and BC Hydro which was charged with 

implementing much of the new policy.  While it is part of the state as a crown corporation 

BC Hydro is also an entity in itself with its own economic and social dynamics that were 

challenged by the government’s new electricity policy.  BC Hydro was an embodiment of 

enabling legislation from the early 1960s at the height of nationalisation of electricity in 

British Columbia.  The overall goal of government at the time may have been state 

intervention to further industrialisation of the province but over time values of a publicly 

owned and controlled utility producing reliable, affordable power became imbued both in 

the psyche of the public corporation itself as well as in the population’s social values.  

Although not evident publicly, BC Hydro was uneasy with the new policy and could see the 
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potential risks that eventually did manifest.  This discomfort, an unintended consequence, 

became a factor in the unfolding of the Liberal government’s new energy policy. 

The tensions between the government and BC Hydro existed at a structural level in 

terms of the impact of government policy on BC Hydro as a viable utility but were also 

reflected at a more cultural level.  Officially BC Hydro agreed with the Liberal government’s 

new electricity policy but unofficially it was critical.   Interviews conducted in 2011 with 

senior staff reveal that some BC Hydro personnel did not agree with certain aspects of the 

new electricity policy.  They were not surprised by the need for a significant electricity tariff 

increase in 2010 given the utility’s reliance on expensive Energy Purchase Agreements with 

the private power sector to meet the province’s growing energy supply needs.  John Taylor, 

a senior civil engineer with BC Hydro for thirty-three years stated that: ‘... people should be 

outraged … (that) … BC Hydro is forced to buy (electricity) from independent power 

producers’; ‘(t)he price is much higher than BC Hydro’ (John Taylor, interview 2011).  This 

statement implies the transfer of wealth under the Liberal government’s radical new energy 

policy that was occurring from the public sector to the private, that the somewhat disguised 

form of facilitating capital within the new policy was at the public expense. 

Some BC Hydro personnel interviewed expressed a preference for the former public 

electricity system that existed prior to the Liberal government changes because it was a 

more financially efficient power generating system and a more efficient public good for 

British Columbia citizens.  One senior BC Hydro employee working in Asset Management 

stated that the cost per megawatt hour (mwh) of electricity was $130 and upwards when 

purchased from independent power producers but BC Hydro was only charging $80 per 

mwh to customers, a situation ‘not economic’ and ‘subsidising independent power 

producers’ (Ian McLean interview, 2011).  In describing the essence of BC Hydro as a crown 
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corporation, one employee said ‘BC Hydro looks at BC people’s ownership’, ‘it’s a 

philosophical issue’, ‘the province is one share holder (of BC Hydro)’ (John Taylor interview, 

2011).  The same employee stated that whereas in the past future electricity demand was 

planned by BC Hydro with guidance from government policy, now the British Columbia 

government was more directly involved (John Taylor, September,2011:4).  This statement 

indicates a further way in which the Liberal government reduced the independence and 

historic power of the crown utility and increased the government’s direct control over the 

public corporation. 

Conflict within the state between the government policy-maker and electricity utility 

also manifested at a private meeting of BC Hydro employees in which BC Hydro’s CEO, Dave 

Cobbs, addressed the issue of upcoming lay-offs recommended by the Review of BC Hydro.  

Cobbs expressed his displeasure with the government-mandated staff reduction.  His talk 

was surreptitiously recorded, submitted to the media and subsequently published making 

public the BC Hydro chief’s dissent with government policy.  In a meeting with the staff’s 

main union, the CEO expressed his commitment to keeping employees, that he did not 

agree with the Review’s contents, that it was the energy policy driving BC Hydro’s costs and 

he did not want to see in British Columbia what was happening in Ontario with high power 

prices (Gwenne Farrell, interview 2011).  Under direction from the government to reduce 

the workforce BC Hydro went ahead with an initial lay-off of three hundred employees in 

respect to the Review’s recommended cut of 1,186 staff. 

 

Overall, the British Columbia state played a significant role in the implementation of 

market-style energy policy in the 2000s.  The state was still actively involved in the sector 

but with changed priorities. While there was clear deregulating of the public energy system, 
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at the same time the Liberal government formalised a new electricity regulatory regime.  

The Liberal government’s new policy facilitated heavy state subsidisation of the new private 

energy sector which came at the expense of an efficient public power system.  

Concomitantly, fractures began emerging in the state between the government policy-

maker and BC Hydro, the public utility, as the new privatisation policy regime unfolded. 

 

Contestation 
 

This study has uncovered the critical role that resistance and contestation can have 

in response to and influencing the path of neoliberal policy.  The Liberal government took 

certain explicit steps to meet the region’s opposition to its radical new neoliberal policy 

which helped to further embed the overall shifting of relative power relations taking place in 

the province.   

As seen in this case study, the Liberal government’s radical new electricity policy was 

met by vigorous contestation.  It has been noted that some of the political economy 

literature on neoliberal policy, for example, Brenner and Theodore (2002), points to the 

potential for conflict between older and newer economic, political and social forces in the 

course of governments introducing new neoliberal policy.  The pathway, or ‘path-

dependency’ of political-economic factors can throw up challenges, obstacles, for a 

government, part of the clash between pre-existing and new forces that Brenner and 

Theodore (2002) refer to as the ‘destruction-creation’ process.  Neoliberal policy, in the 

course of being implemented, comes up against the pre-existing social, economic and 

political factors that must be negotiated one way or another by the government in power. 

Friction can be generated with the implementation of neoliberal policy owing to disparities 
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in terms of benefits and costs to different sectors of society and classes that occur.  Jamie 

Gough writes of the …  

(t)ensions around the scope of state actions: the benefits to production capital of state 

regulations and provision versus the dangers of politicisation, of excessive burdens and 

restrictions, of unequal burdens … (Gough,2004:204). 

 

In the case of the new Liberal government electricity policy, it was becoming apparent that 

the beneficiaries were not the public but private power producers.   

Resistance can also arise due to the public’s rejection of neoliberal values.  While 

neoliberal ideology embeddedness may be successful at the political and economic elite 

level, such ideological acceptance may not take root across society.  As Damien Cahill states: 

neoliberal ideology is ‘less successful at colonising the realm of “common sense” among the 

vast bulk of the population’ (Cahill, 2014:xi).  Opposition to the Liberal government’s 

implementation of its new neoliberal electricity policy occurred in the province at both a 

provincial level and local level.  Conflict was triggered between the public and the provincial 

government and between the local and provincial levels of government.  The new electricity 

policy also generated tension and opposition between capital in the form of the private 

company of Ledcor and the local government of the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District.  The 

Ashlu Creek situation became a key dispute in the province which the provincial government 

needed to resolve in order for its new electricity policy to proceed.  Rather than negotiate, 

in the end the Liberal government chose to intensify the conflict by using legislative 

coercion.   

The Ashlu Creek case helps to illustrate the imbalance of power and resources that 

can exist in the course of conflict arising out of the introduction of new neoliberal policy as it 

confronts pre-existing social, political and economic forces.  The Liberal government 

provided resources to Ledcor in its struggle with the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District.  
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Ultimately, the power of the British Columbian state, acting in the interests of private 

energy capital, prevailed over that of local government, communities and the province’s 

citizenry.   

While the immediate battle had been lost by the community in the Ashlu Creek 

dispute, the struggle was also seen as having some success.  The differentiation among sub-

regional (local) areas of factors that new neoliberal policy must navigate can also be 

explained to an extent by the dynamic of transference of political momentum, or 

transference of class struggle, from one sub-regional location to another, as was seen with 

the Ashlu Creek dispute.  This much publicised dispute empowered other local areas and 

their communities facing similar private energy project issues.  The local challenge to the 

Liberal government’s neoliberal electricity policy initiated by the Squamish-Lillooet Regional 

District brought attention to other municipalities and the province at large of serious issues 

surrounding private power producer projects particularly run-of-river operations.  Other 

local communities gained impetus from the Ashlu Creek community dissension to mount 

their own opposition to proposed projects in their districts (Calvert, 2007:179).  While the 

Ledcor company, along with the provincial government and private energy sector, was the 

victor in the Ashlu Creek dispute at the expense of the local Squamish-Lillooet government 

and community, Paul Kariya, the Chief Executive of Clean Energy BC, the provincial 

association for private power producers, stated that the private power producer community 

was learning how to do things better from the Ashlu Creek situation and that there were 

now improved cases of the private sector working with local government and communities 

such as on Vancouver Island near Port Alberni (Paul Kariya, interview 2011).   

It can be said, then, that a jurisdiction’s newly implemented neoliberal policy finds its 

individual course not only at the broad, jurisdictional level but also at a local level.  A region-



                                                                                                                    Chapter Seven - Case Study Analysis  

217 
 

wide policy may have varying trajectories across the region as it meets pre-existing local-

specific economic, political and social factors, such as it did in the Squamish-Lillooet 

Regional District.  A conclusion that can be drawn from the Ashlu Creek micro-case study is 

that the implementation of a new neoliberal region-wide policy may not have a 

homogenous pathway across its jurisdiction in terms of the array of political-economic 

factors, particularly in a geographically large area such as British Columbia with its varying 

political economy.  The local level factors may not exist in the same permutation at the 

larger, regional level.   The Ashlu Creek dispute demonstrates that not only does the 

trajectory of new policy, viewed through the lens of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’, reveal 

various pre-existing forces that must be navigated by the policy-implementing government 

but also the variegation that occurs in the way contestation unfolds and concludes. 

The British Columbia electricity policy case study also demonstrates how a neoliberal 

–leaning government limits the ‘public space’ in introducing and implementing new 

privatisation policy.  Very little of the series of new radical electricity policies was passed 

through parliament.  With significantly altered governance by the Liberal government, 

electricity policy increasingly became a government executive purview of decision–making 

and decreasingly a domain for public debate.  In general, the Liberal government actively 

excluded public input in the formation of its new neoliberal electricity policy, a trend which 

has been growing overall in the course of neoliberal policy formation.    

Part of the British Columbia government’s limiting of the public space and one of the 

components of its new electricity policy regime was the privatisation of information.  Details 

regarding Energy Purchase Agreements between BC Hydro and private power producers 

were not available to the public, information that had previously been in the public domain.  

As noted earlier, the British Columbia Auditor General censured BC Hydro and the 
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government for lack of sufficient disclosure of information for the public domain.  While 

contents of Energy Purchase Agreements between BC Hydro and private energy developers 

were not available to the public, costing information of any energy produced by BC Hydro 

was historically public information.  Specialist energy researchers and critics at large in the 

public had to rely on limited information to calculate the financial impact of Energy 

Purchase Agreements on BC Hydro and on rate payers.  The ultimate owners of BC Hydro, 

the citizenry, were excluded from information that could possibly reveal significant adverse 

effects of the government’s energy privatisation policy for rate payers and the province as a 

whole.   

However, this case study has simultaneously shown how public space can be opened 

up by resistance to new neoliberal policy in spite of a neoliberalised state limiting the scope 

of civil knowledge and participation.  Through the opposition movement debate was 

initiated at both provincial and local levels.  The provincial-wide organisation, BC Citizens for 

Public Power, created public space at the broad, regional level to raise awareness about the 

new neoliberal-style policy and legally challenge its legitimacy.  In the Ashlu Creek dispute, 

public debate was initiated at a local level by the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District and 

local community organisations and residents.  In both cases an arena was provided for 

political discourse that had been largely closed off by the Liberal government when 

introducing its energy privatisation policy.   

Overall, though, the public space was all but removed by the Liberal government in 

the development and implementation of its new market-style electricity policy.  The public 

space that had been created by citizenry, public organisations and local government was 

largely stifled when the British Columbia government used legislation to undermine the 

British Columbian citizens’ class action lawsuit and pass Ledcor’s re-zoning application.   
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Integrally related to the situation of limited public space as found in this case study 

in respect to the introduction of neoliberal policy is the question of and concern regarding 

democracy.  With the findings of this case study, it can be concluded that neoliberalism 

undermines participatory and representative democracy, a phenomenon highlighted by 

some critics of neoliberalism (Birchfield, 1999; Crouch, 2004; Paton, 2012).  Democracy was 

limited by the state via such forms as the absence of public debate, the erasure of 

environmental protections and the lack of public transparency.  The de-democratisation 

trend associated with the Liberal government’s new electricity policy was part of the change 

in class relations that was occurring in which global capital was gaining increased power.  

Like Damien Cahill, the thesis has argued that the embeddedness of neoliberalism resides to 

an important degree in the class structure of a society which privileges the interests of 

corporate power (Cahill, 2014:107-8).  In this case of actually existing neoliberalism, the 

Liberal government constrained the public space, contained resistance and limiting 

democracy in the British Columbia polity, in order to allow for capital class interests to 

dominate at the expense of the public good. 

As with its bold use of the Review of BC Hydro to deflect any imputation of blame for 

its failing energy policy, the Liberal government was also forthright in utilising a certain type 

of force to overcome democratic challenges to its new electricity policy.  In using Bill 30 in 

response to the Squamish-Lillooet local government’s denial of Ledcor’s re-zoning 

application and Bills 10 and 39 in response to British Columbian citizens’ class action lawsuit 

the Liberal government used legislative coercion to remove participatory democratic 

barriers to implementation of its new electricity policy.   In addition to the waves of new 

neoliberal electricity policy implemented between 2002 and 2010 the state, then, was also 

interventionist in introducing additional legislation designed to neutralise opposition.  These 
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pieces of coercive legislation, to defeat contestation, reinforced the main privatisation 

pieces of the new electricity policy, building on the new neoliberal-oriented electricity 

regulatory regime.  However, such actions met counter-hegemonic resistance.  The state’s 

paving the way for policy implementation via the aggressive use of legislation also 

contributed to heightened political tension in the British Columbia polity.  For example, Bill 

30 was summarily rejected by the BC Union of Municipalities, the umbrella organisation for 

local governments, which was usually uncritical of provincial governments.   

With the Liberal government ultimately quashing opposition to its new market-style 

policy at both the provincial level and local level, this case study illustrates that part of the 

triumph of neoliberal policy is seeking to render resistance ineffective.  Damien Cahill claims 

that ‘weakening of centres of organised opposition … has been key to … (neoliberalism’s) 

success’ (Cahill, 2014:138).  The space that was assumed and used by civil society to express 

its opposition to the radical new electricity policy was ultimately removed by the provincial 

government with Bill 30 in respect to the Ashlu Creek dispute and by Bills 10 and 39 

regarding the class action legal challenge by British Columbian citizens.  The Liberal 

government chose to be heavy-handed in meeting opposition to its policy by using 

legislation.  However, as noted above, while the public space of resistance was closed down 

in the Squamish-Lillooet area other local spaces were opening up and generating relative 

success in their contestations of private run-of-river projects.  Although the Liberal 

government’ repression of resistance was largely effective, neither was it wholly successful. 

With the Liberal government’s use of Bill 30 to remove the role of local government 

in re-zoning decisions so its new electricity policy could go ahead, at the same time Bill 30 

also breached the intent of the government’s own regional district legislation.  Inaugurated 

in the 1960s when the province was expanding, regional districts were designed to help 
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meet British Columbia’s diverse economic and social needs.  Under the regional district 

legislation regional districts were charged with the responsibility of being accountable to the 

municipal governments that are constituent members of the designated district and to the 

public of the district.  Regional districts were also to provide regional political representation 

and a means for developing the interests of the whole region.  During the time of the Ledcor 

re-zoning application the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District commissioned two 

comprehensively researched and consultative reports, the ‘Independent Power Project 

Development in the SLRD’ in 2003 and the ‘Base Case Report: SLRD Regional Growth 

Strategy’ in 2005.  Both reports concluded the need for more comprehensive planning 

regarding private power projects.  At the same time, a Land and Resource Management Plan 

for the Sea-to-Sky corridor, a critical area in the south of the Squamish-Lillooet region, 

whose members included representatives of various stakeholder groups of the area and the 

provincial government, came to the same conclusion.   

As it was, the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District was not opposed to private run-of-

river hydro-power plants as such, but was against any further development of these projects 

without a regional energy strategy that took into account all of the region’s and community 

concerns.  While initially engaging in talks with the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District, the 

British Columbia government ultimately denied a request by the Regional District for Ashlu 

Creek to be exempted from small hydro-power development and using Bill 30, which 

usurped local government re-zoning power, forcibly over-rode the Regional District’s denial 

of re-zoning for the Ledcor hydro-power plant on Ashlu Creek.  The ‘diversity’ opinion voiced 

in the Squamish-Lillooet region in the resistance to the Ledcor project was not tolerated by 

the provincial government.  The efforts of the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District to fulfil its 

mandate as an accountable regional government using a variety of means were thwarted by 
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the provincial government’s introduction of Bill 30.  Both the voice of the residents and 

community were muted along with the local representative government council comprising 

members from all constituent municipalities.  The recommendations in all three Regional 

District reports for vastly improved planning regarding private power production in the 

region were ultimately disregarded by the provincial Liberal government both in order for 

the private Ledcor power project to go ahead on the Ashlu Creek and for the government’s 

new electricity regulation regime to proceed unfettered.   

With the Squamish-Lillooet ‘voice’ being silenced the region’s interests, as 

represented by the district’s government for the whole area, were quashed by Bill 30.  The 

British Columbia state chose to use the blunt power of legislation at its disposal rather than 

negotiate to arrive at a solution with the Squamish-Lillooet Regional District.  The provincial 

government’s own legislation for the mandated role of local government in regional districts 

was to a large degree rendered null and void.  The provincial government had aligned itself 

with the private power company, Ledcor, in opposition to the alliance of the other key 

stakeholders in the dispute between the regional authority and community organisations. 

In sum, contestation was a significant force that the Liberal government had to 

contend with in implementing its radical new neoliberal power policy.  The state resorted to 

repressive means of legislation to quell the uprising of opposition that occurred at the 

provincial and local levels.  From the beginning the implementation of the new electricity 

policy was marked by anti-democratic measures and the serious limiting of public space and 

the public voice.  The outcome was the successful achievement of a new energy policy 

regime that primarily benefitted private, global, investment interests. 
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Summary 
 

The Liberal government’s new market-style electricity policy was part of an overall 

radical neoliberalisation of policy in British Columbia starting in 2001 when the Liberal Party 

resoundingly came to power.  As shown in Chapter Three, the Liberal government 

introduced a suite of neoliberal-type policies which involved both ‘roll-back’ and ‘roll-out’ 

neoliberal policy for a new regulatory regime in the province.  The new neoliberal electricity 

policy was a major part of this evolving policy style of the Liberal government.  As with much 

of the other new policy, it was introduced almost immediately after the 2001 election, it 

contained explicit privatisation of a longstanding publicly owned service, was contrary to 

pre-election promises not to privatise and contract out, and the Liberal government utilised 

uncompromising means to repress any opposition.  The new electricity policy, then, as with 

other aspects of the Liberal government’s policy constituted a sharp neoliberal turn of roll-

out policy.  

As evidenced in Chapter Three, the Liberal government’s regime of neoliberal policy 

in the 2000s is part of a significant history of neoliberalism in British Columbia occurring in 

two distinct phases: the 1980s under Social Credit government; and the 2000s under Liberal 

Party government.  Some of the reviewed literature argued that British Columbia led the 

way in Canada with introducing neoliberal policy starting in 1983.   Ensconced in the Social 

Credit government’s twenty-six different bills of 1983 there was a suite of neoliberal policies 

that contained a degree of policy roll-back not seen before in Canada.  Similarly, the 2000s 

period of neoliberal policy under the Liberal Party set national precedents with its scope and 

degree of roll-back and roll-out neoliberal policy.  The Liberal government’s neoliberal policy 

initiatives, then, followed a pattern established in the 1980s with the centre-right Social 

Credit government’s stark neoliberal period.  The radical new electricity policy introduced by 
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the Liberal government in the 2000s fits squarely into the history of neoliberalism in this 

region; it is a continuation of a tradition of ground-breaking neoliberal policy. 

The history of neoliberalism in British Columbia has also shown that there has been 

strong public contestation to the introduction of radical new neoliberal policy.  Together, 

the implementation of neoliberal policy and the opposition movements it spawned reflect a 

tradition in British Columbia of political bifurcation, a division between a centre-right 

political sector and a centre-left segment.  This political divide manifested in the case of the 

Liberal government’s new electricity policy in that it was a centre-right government that 

initiated radical neoliberal electricity policy, amongst a broad range of explicit neoliberal 

policies.  As was witnessed in the region’s neoliberal period of the 1980s, significant 

opposition similarly arose in the 2000s on the centre-left of British Columbia politics to 

contest the Liberal government’s various new neoliberal policies including the radical new 

electricity policy of privatisation.   

The findings of this regional case study of British Columbia neoliberal electricity 

policy in the 2000s have implications at broader levels for the province and for other regions 

in Canada.  Given the Liberal government’s significant privatisation in the electricity sector, 

it could be expected that the trend of privatisation of public goods and services would 

continue at the provincial level if the politically centre-right Liberal government remained in 

power and that the state would continue facilitating the expansion of capital’s entry into the 

public realm.  In the provincial election in May 2017, however, the Liberal Party was unable 

to form government for what would have been a fifth consecutive period.  Discontent with 

the entrenched neoliberal program of the Liberal government over sixteen years that had 

favoured capital class interests manifested in the election outcome.  Public concern for a 

change in the direction of public policy was a major factor in creating a new regional 



                                                                                                                    Chapter Seven - Case Study Analysis  

225 
 

government.  Some of the public’s concerns at the time were the increasing prohibitive cost 

of housing and the growth of poverty.   

With a centre-left politically oriented alliance agreed to between the New Democrat 

Party and the Green Party that is now governing the explicit neoliberal direction that took 

place under the Liberal government could change.  The new government is undertaking a 

broad review of Liberal policy and already has announced certain shifts in social policy 

regarding previously neglected social groups such as increasing the basic wage.  A review of 

BC Hydro and electricity policy is also being conducted by the BC Utilities Commission, the 

regulatory body for electricity that the Liberal government had been disempowering.  The 

Commission’s report is to be submitted to the new NDP government in November 2017.  

Depending on the report’s findings to the new centre-left government, there could be a 

reversal, or at least a slow-down, of the privatisation of electricity in conjunction with the 

curtailing of private enterprise in the area of public goods and services sector in general.  

The history of neoliberalism in British Columbia has shown that when there is a New 

Democrat Party in power there is a more moderate version of neoliberal government both 

in terms of the continuation of typical Keynesian-type province-building activities and in the 

containing of explicit neoliberal policy expansion.   

Implications of the case study’s findings in respect to other Canadian regions include 

the possibility of further privatisation of the public electricity sector in other provinces.  The 

Liberal government in the province of Ontario is currently proposing further privatisation of 

its regional electricity system.  While British Columbia was not the first province to 

introduce significant privatisation of electricity in Canada, the Liberal government 

demonstrated a particular way in which electricity privatisation could be implemented.  This 

regional government showed how significant privatisation of the public electricity system 
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can be brought about while still maintaining a public power institution and against strong 

opposition.  As part of this unique form of power policy, the British Columbia case also 

showed a way in which the private sector can be heavily subsidised within deregulation and 

privatisation policy in the public electricity system.  This unique neoliberal electricity policy 

provided a disguised way to advance capital interests while being at the expense of the 

public interest. 

 

The following chapter applies the findings of this case study of radical neoliberal 

electricity policy in the 2000s in British Columbia to the broader neoliberal literature that 

was reviewed in Chapter Two.  Implications of the findings will be highlighted in respect to 

contributions this research project makes to the body of political economy literature on 

neoliberalism, particularly in terms of class analysis and the role of the state.   

The project reveals the unevenness of state action in its role to facilitate corporate 

interests and the forms of resistance to the neoliberal policy’s impact on the public good.  

Further, this study shows that actually existing neoliberalism involves intensified, not 

reduced, government engagement for controlling opposition to market-type changes and 

for resolving conflicting individual capital interests. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT - CONCLUSION 
 

 

This research project began by posing the research questions: what has been the 

impact of neoliberalism on regional resource policy in globalisation times, and what has 

been the response of regions, including governments and communities, to neoliberal 

forces?  These key overall research questions arose out of an initial interest in 

understanding the radical new neoliberal electricity policy in British Columbia in the 2000’s.  

With the above research questions in mind, a review was conducted of two main 

literature areas: political economy writings on neoliberalism in general and political 

economy writings on neoliberalism in British Columbia, the particular region of the present 

research topic.  A primary point deduced from the broad literature on neoliberalism was the 

importance of understanding the specific nature of neoliberalism in different locations even 

though neoliberalism is a global-wide phenomenon.  This position presented a fundamental 

approach for investigating the neoliberal forces on electricity policy-making in the British 

Columbia region in the 2000s.  Altogether, certain theoretical themes emerged from the 

general literature on neoliberalism which guided this research project: the concept of 

‘actually existing neoliberalism’; the notion of ‘variegated neoliberalisation’; the 

phenomenon of path-dependency resulting in state-specific policy regimes; the neoliberal 

theory-practice discrepancy; state interventionism; and reregulation versus deregulation.  

These theoretical themes provided expectations of what might be found in the case study of 

British Columbia neoliberal electricity policy in the 2000s and a set of hypotheses and 

questions was outlined in Chapter Two.  These hypotheses included that the new neoliberal 

British Columbia electricity policy would be found to be somewhat unique due to pre-

existing social, economic and political factors in the region, the so-called path-dependency 
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that the government would need to negotiate.  Further, it was proposed that there would 

be evidence of state interventionism rather than small government in implementing the 

new neoliberal electricity policy and rather than the new policy involving deregulation it 

would be a case of reregulation, that is, not less regulation but a new regulatory regime.  

The critique in Chapter Two of the political economy literature on neoliberalism found that 

there was either a lack of emphasis on or absence of attention to the importance of the role 

of the state and class analysis in understanding neoliberalism.  A goal of this research 

project, then, was to apply the conceptual approach of the role of the state in a capitalist 

economy as well as class analysis to the case study’s findings.  Part of the class framework 

will be interpreting the role of contestation in the Liberal government’s neoliberal policy 

formation.  

Through this case study of regional neoliberal policy, critical aspects of the Liberal 

government’s radical new electricity policy have been revealed by applying the themes in 

the political economy literature on neoliberalism and also, importantly, by the additional 

attention to the role of the state in capitalism and class analysis.  It was found that the 

Liberal government had created a unique, British Columbia-specific, electricity policy 

composition largely due to regional-specific pathway-dependency, that there was active 

state interventionism, significant reregulation, not just deregulation, and strong evidence of 

a disjunction between neoliberalism in practice and popular neoliberal theory or ideology.  

In the course of testing the above hypotheses and questions the case study also showed 

that class interests, through the role of the state, shaped neoliberal theory in its application 

to the particular case of the Liberal government’s new electricity policy both in terms of the 

policy and the actions the Liberal government took in responding to contestation. This 
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study, in general, then, shows the clear class nature of neoliberalism and the role the state 

plays in facilitating capital interests. 

The specific uniqueness revealed in this case of neoliberal electricity policy can be 

characterised as partial-privatisation and non-marketisation or state-subsidisation.  The 

Liberal government did not follow the pattern in other western states of more outright 

privatisation and marketisation of electricity but Instead introduced privatisation through 

the ‘back door’ leaving the public utility of BC Hydro standing, albeit somewhat 

emasculated.  An advantage of keeping BC Hydro was being able to provide a source of 

cheap electricity to industry.  The Liberal government, under the guise of the free market, 

competitiveness and promised benefits to all, was able to introduce a new electricity policy 

regime that only benefitted the private sector while keeping in place the public utility which 

subsidised the private energy sector.  This case study, then, helps to demonstrate the 

different forms of privatisation in the electricity sector that vary from the more typical 

practice of more overt, or outright, privatisation of electricity.  The unique feature of the 

Liberal government’s electricity policy shows that although there is a widespread 

neoliberalisation of policy there is variegation in the neoliberalisation process.  Each location 

has its own hybrid regulatory regime due to its political-economic legacy.   

As previously discussed, the implementation of market-oriented, neoliberal-style 

policy in the case of British Columbia electricity policy in the 2000s was by means of active 

state engagement and heavy reregulation.  It was revealed that a new regulatory regime in 

electricity had been created through rigorous government reregulation rather than through 

deregulation with less government.  These two findings support one of the main political 

economy literature’s insights regarding neoliberal policy formation, that there can be a 

significant disparity between the tenets of neoliberal theory and actual neoliberal policy 
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practice.  A policy practice was exposed that was contrary to established neoliberal theory.  

The findings also support the associated argument in the literature that this theory-practice 

divergence manifests differently in different places creating what has been termed 

variegated neoliberalisation.  The class makeup of a location becomes an important factor in 

this discrepancy.  It was demonstrated in the examination of the history of neoliberalism in 

British Columbia that the class divide in the region was integral to the implementation of 

neoliberal policy, contestation and the resulting shift in relative class power.  

A pattern emerges of the state serving the needs of capital whether through creating 

a public electricity system as in the 1960s or privatising electricity in the 2000s.  Both served 

the interests of the private sector for investment and profitable economic activity, that is, 

capital accumulation interests.  However, whereas state intervention of energy 

nationalisation under W.A.C. Bennett and the Social Credit government was aimed at 

province-building, including expanding industrial development and the population, the 

Liberal government’s electricity privatisation in the 2000s had no such overall development 

strategy.  Teeple argues in his analysis of the decline of social reform in globalisation times 

that it appears to be a contradictory step when states privatise public services given that 

these services were nationalised in the first place to help reduce the costs of the 

reproduction of labour and infrastructure (Teeple, 2000:95-7).  The radical nationalisation of 

electricity in British Columbia in the early-1960s helped reduce the reproduction cost of 

infrastructure (capital) and labour while advancing capital accumulation but the 

privatisation of electricity by the Liberal government in the 2000s strictly facilitated capital 

accumulation in respect to private investment expansion into the energy sector at the 

expense of the reproduction cost of labour.  The issue of the reproduction of capital was 

taken care of in part with the Heritage Act to protect electricity prices for industrial capital.  
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The issue rather was with the reproduction of labour, the affordability of power for workers 

and citizens, with the unit cost of electricity potentially rising dramatically when BC Hydro, 

in order to offset the rapidly rising costs with the privatisation of energy generation, applied 

in 2010 for a 55 percent rise in rates over four years.  At this point, a potential legitimation 

crisis was sparked for the Liberal government.  However, it was averted by the Liberal 

government initiating a government review of BC Hydro which ultimately led to significantly 

lower rate increases.    

The above finding supports the thesis’ argument that the Liberal government’s 

electricity policy was overwhelmingly designed to advance capital accumulation in the 

private energy sector.  In conjunction, it can be concluded that neoliberal theory and 

ideology act in such a way to disguise the class nature of actually existing neoliberalism.   

 

The case study also produced some unexpected findings which contribute to the 

body of literature on neoliberalism and analytical understanding of neoliberal policy in 

regions.  A key discovery was that the British Columbia state was itself divided over the 

Liberal government’s new electricity policy showing the potential complexity of the state in 

its function of facilitating capital accumulation.  While the British Columbia regional state 

was interventionist in implementing the radical new neoliberal electricity policy it also 

experienced internal contradictions within that process.  As already discussed in Chapter 

Seven, through this case study it has been shown that there was a critical separation 

between the government as policy-maker and BC Hydro as implementer.  While the 

government sector and the crown corporation BC Hydro were both entities of the state, 

unofficially there was strong opposition within BC Hydro to the government’s policy.  

Evidence showed that, privately, BC Hydro was concerned about the flow of benefits of the 
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Liberal government’s new electricity policy receding from the public interest in favour of the 

private sector’s profit advancement.  The division between the government as policy maker 

and BC Hydro as policy implementer allowed the government to keep an arm’s length from 

the outcomes of its electricity policy and assign blame to BC Hydro for the negative impacts 

of its new policy rather than taking responsibility for its policy’s deficiencies.  In effect, BC 

Hydro became caught in the middle of the contradictions of the new Liberal government’s 

radical new electricity policy.  

A further part of the internal contradictions of the British Columbia state with the 

Liberal government’s introduction of new electricity policy was the emasculation of the role 

of the BC Utilities Commission, the public corporate regulatory body, also a component of 

the state that was inaugurated after the nationalising of electricity in the early 1960s to play 

a role in overseeing the implementation of policy.  A significant amount of power was 

transferred by the Liberal government from the BC Utilities Commission to the government 

and the important function of facilitating community consultation in the event of new 

energy-related projects was removed from the commission’s purview.  

The role of the British Columbia state in respect to capital in the electricity case 

study does not reflect the usual political economy analysis of the state.  Gough’s analysis of 

the contradiction that exists between the ‘autonomy’ of the state acting on behalf of capital 

‘as a whole’ and the state dealing with the particular demands of capital fractions implied 

that the state has an overall view of how to facilitate capital accumulation (Gough, 

2004:204).  This was not the case with the British Columbia new electricity policy.  The 

British Columbia state in the beginning did not act in its ‘autonomy’ capacity for capital in 

general but performed on behalf of particular, private electricity capital interests.  It was 

only after the industrial capital fraction protested, being accustomed to cheap electricity, 
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that the state began acting on behalf of general capital, in terms of the new market-style 

energy policy, with the introduction of the Heritage Act.  The role of the state under the 

Liberal government differed from that under the earlier Social Credit governments, in that 

Social Credit premier, W.A.C Bennett, had the vision of acting on behalf of capital in general 

at the outset, exercising the ‘autonomy’ role of the state by nationalising the private 

electricity companies for provincial economic development even though it attracted harsh 

criticism from the sectors of the private sector at the time. 

This case study of actual existing neoliberalism in regional British Columbia, then, 

reveals the type of state that can exist in actual neoliberalism by showing particular divisions 

and contradictions of the state that emerged with the introduction of Liberal government’s 

radical neoliberal electricity policy.  Through this finding an increased understanding has 

been gained of the role of the state in neoliberal policy formation, the complexities that can 

arise and that the state is not a homogenous organism. 

Importantly, this regional case study of British Columbia neoliberal electricity policy 

reveals certain differences when weighed against particular assumptions contained within 

some literature regarding neoliberalism.  In Leitner, Peck and Sheppard’s publication on 

contesting neoliberalism in the urban context, the authors claim neoliberal governance 

entails ‘competitiveness’ (Leitner, Peck & Sheppard, 2007:1).  However, in the British 

Columbia case the opposite was found, that in spite of government rhetoric to the contrary, 

the private sector was protected from competitiveness.  The ‘market’ outcome of the 

Liberal government’s new neoliberal electricity policy was not competitiveness in the newly 

privatised electricity sector in spite of the government’s touted claim that its new policy of 

privatised electricity would generate competitiveness and associated benefits for 

consumers.  There was not a free market as such but instead guaranteed, very profitable 
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contracts provided by the state for purchasing power from private energy investors.  By the 

Liberal government creating, rather, a non-market ‘solution’ with its privatisation and 

marketisation type electricity policy, this case study shows that neoliberalism can act in 

perverse ways.   

This is a further example of the disparity that can exist between neoliberal theory 

and practice, how marketisation was supplanted by state subsidisation in complete contrast 

to the neoliberal notions of the efficient free market and less government.  The need for 

research at the regional level to effectively understand neoliberalism both at the regional, 

sub-national level and at the general level is confirmed by this thesis with the key finding” 

notably different from Leitner et al’s argument, that state subsidisation not competitiveness 

prevailed in this case of actually existing neoliberalism. 

Another way in which the regional Liberal government’s electricity policy differs 

from some political economy literature is in respect to the contention that neoliberalism 

favours ‘decentralisation, devolution … [and] … attrition of political governance’ (Leitner et 

al, 2007:1).  On the contrary, the British Columbia state undermined decentralisation, 

contravening its own regional-district governance legislation by over-riding the Squamish-

Lillooet Regional District’ decision to disallow re-zoning land for the private Ledcor run-of-

river hydro plant.   The state behaved in a centrist way, being overtly politically 

interventionist to ensure implementation of its regional neoliberal electricity policy.   

Leitner et al’s claim of a ‘hollowed out’ state which draws on Bob Jessop’s analysis of 

the neoliberal state, similarly, does not hold up in the British Columbia electricity case study.  

This case study shows that the state at the sub-nation level is still instrumental in neoliberal 

policy implementation but in an altered way that more dominantly facilitates capital 

accumulation and the corporatisation of public space.   
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These three findings from the British Columbia regional state point to the need to 

both draw on the political economy analysis of the two key functions of the state of 

accumulation and legitimation and the third function of coercion as well as the 

conceptualisation of class and class struggle.  These areas of analysis have received either 

insufficient attention or they are absent in a significant portion of the political economy 

literature regarding neoliberal policy. 

 

In concurrence with political economy writings, the thesis’ analysis of neoliberal 

policy in British Columbia case study demonstrates that part of understanding the 

implementation of neoliberal policy is the propensity for tension and conflict in the policy 

formation process.  As Leitner, Peck and Sheppard claim in their investigation of contesting 

neoliberalism in the urban setting, 'neoliberalism and contestation are co-implicated' 

(Leitner et al, 2007:vii).  A significant level of conflict occurred in the process of the Liberal 

government’s neoliberalisation of electricity policy in British Columbia with contestation by 

the public emerging as a key force in the new period of electricity policy.  The struggle in 

British Columbia with the Liberal government’s new electricity policy arose out of tensions 

between different stakeholder groups and different class interests, between global 

economic interests and the state facilitating them and the interests of other social groups 

including small business, rate-payers, local government and the environmental community. 

While the state did not cave in to pressure from the general citizenry opposed to 

privatisation of BC Hydro, it acquiesced to pressure from the industrial sector through the 

Heritage Act to protect energy pricing for the industrial capital fraction.  This was another 

example of the neoliberal British Columbia state’s predilection to favour the capital class 
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over other classes, showing that its policy was designed specifically to benefit capital 

accumulation. 

This case study of actually existing neoliberalism shows that not only was there 

friction and resistance in the course of the Liberal government implementing its new 

neoliberal electricity policy, as the political economy literature on neoliberalism claims can 

be expected, but it also demonstrates the class nature of this contestation and by extension 

the class nature of neoliberal policy inherent in actually existing neoliberalism.  This is an 

important aspect of neoliberalism that needs to be exposed and countenanced in order to 

correctly understand the neoliberal phase of policy formation.  

 

With this regional case study of electricity privatisation, it has been demonstrated 

that the neoliberal state performs the joint and often contradictory accumulation-

legitimation role differently from that of the Keynesian state.  In the neoliberal era a shift 

has been taking place in respect to the two key state functions of accumulation and 

legitimation with the state rescinding the post-World War II Keynesian-interventionist social 

accord to varying degrees.  A trend of the neoliberal state has been to forge policy that 

increasingly is in the interest of capital while rolling back socially-oriented policy.  As is 

revealed in the literature review of the history of neoliberalism in British Columbia in 

Chapter Three, more emphasis was placed on the accumulation function by the 

neoliberalised state than the legitimation function, with the consequential result of the 

state taking on greater risk regarding social and political harmony.  It is useful to draw on 

Claus Offe’s ‘dual determination of the political power of the capitalist state’ analysis, the 

state comprising an ‘institutional form’ established by democratic and representative 

government and ‘material content’ determined by the ongoing need to facilitate capital 
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accumulation (Offe, 1984:49-50).  IN the neoliberal era the British Columbia state in 

significant ways abandoned its ‘institutional form’ in favour of the ‘material content’ of the 

state.  With its new electricity policy, the Liberal government suspended aspects of liberal 

democracy, the ‘institutional form’ of the state.  It broke promises made in the 2001 pre-

election campaign that it would not privatise BC Hydro, it side-stepped parliamentary 

process and debate in favour of executive power to introduce much of its new market-style 

electricity policy and utilised extra legislation to repress local government and community 

opposition to its new policy.  

The Liberal government’s new electricity policy which assisted private sector growth 

in the electricity sector was implemented at the public interest’s expense.  Key social and 

political groups were excluded from policy decision-making and a mounting opposition 

movement was repressed.  The only exception was the industrial capital sector whose 

concerns were accommodated by the Liberal government.  The Liberal government was, 

thereby, putting its legitimacy at risk.  However, despite massive demonstration and 

opposition to harsh new neoliberal policy, beginning in the early-1980s with the first 

neoliberal period, over time the resistance petered out.  This raises questions of how 

resistance can be maintained in the face of neoliberal hegemonic ideology.  Possibly the 

Liberal government took a calculated risk that resistance could be contained in the 2000s 

given this history of limited contestation.  With some modification of its rhetoric regarding 

its rationale for ongoing neoliberal electricity policy changes the Liberal government 

believed it could survive as government in its drive for assisting private energy interests41.  

In general, the basic contradiction, the fundamental class difference, between capital and 

                                                           
41 Up until the recent provincial election (May 9, 2017), the Liberal Party remained in power after repeat 
electoral victories amounting to sixteen consecutive years in government. 
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labour becomes more apparent as neoliberal states increase their accumulation function at 

the risk of other social classes’ needs.  

The British Columbia regional case study demonstrates that neoliberalism is likely to 

have an impact on democracy in a society, an anti-democratic effect.  In her analysis 

regarding contesting the hegemony of market ideology, Vicki Birchfield argues that 

neoliberalism cannot be adequately understood without appreciating its negative effect on 

democracy, that neoliberalism’s ‘market society’ hegemony ‘has damaging consequences 

for democratic praxis whether at the local, national, regional or global level’ 

(Birchfield,1999:47).  Similarly, Colin Crouch’s concept of ‘post-democracy’ can be applied to 

the actions of the British Columbia state.  Crouch uses this term to describe the shrinking of 

public space as powerful corporations in the current globalised era become more and more 

powerful in the polity (Crouch, 2004).  Crouch’s argument in his book, Post-Democracy 

(2004), of the phenomenon of shrinking public space with the onset of the neoliberal state, 

is evident in the case of the Liberal government’s neoliberal electricity policy. 

This case study has shown how the Liberal government’s electricity policy 

implementation was anti-democratic as it weakened the public arena for participation.  

Through various means the Liberal government significantly reduced the input of the public, 

rate payers and various stakeholder groups including the parliamentary opposition elected 

to be part of the citizenry voice.  At the very outset, then, when beginning to introduce its 

new electricity policies, the British Columbia state was already blocking potential challenge.  

When dissent did arise and mobilised across the province it was quashed by various pieces 

of legislation42.  Democracy was sacrificed by the Liberal government in the broader 

                                                           
42 The Liberal government, similarly, resorted to legislation to quash the mounting union opposition to its 
radical new neoliberal healthcare policies. 
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interests of global capitalist development.  Overall, the actions of the state underline the 

way in which class interests were a potent force in undermining democracy.   

It can be argued that the Liberal government’s use of legislation to combat 

contestation was a form of state repression.  It was not the kind that involved police or 

military action as is normally thought of as state repression, but a type of state control of 

opposition, none-the-less.  It is helpful to draw on the analysis of the role of the state by Leo 

Panitch.  In his article, ‘The role and nature of the state’, Panitch enumerates a third 

function of state repression in addition to the accumulation and legitimation functions 

(Panitch, 1977).  His reasoning is that the state has a monopoly on the means of force and 

can activate these for its purposes in performing its function of accumulation.  Panitch’s 

analysis can be extended to include the use of legislation as part of the means of force 

available to a state.  Legislative action is a means exclusive to the state’s use and can be 

used in such a way to repress opposition as occurred during the case of the Liberal 

government’s formation of new neoliberal electricity policy.  Mitchell Dean’ argument that 

neoliberalism in part must be viewed as ‘a militant social and political movement’ can be 

applied to this case study.  The Liberal government ensured success of its marketised 

electricity policy through the use of legislation as a coercive instrument.   

As discussed in earlier chapters, neoliberalism cannot be separated from 

globalisation and globalisation is the context within which neoliberal policy-making emerged 

in British Columbia.  In examining globalisation, Michael Webber emphasises that 

globalisation is a ‘theoretical category’, that it is not an external force nor is it one that 

cannot be resisted.  In other words, globalisation is also constituted at the local level 

through conscious policy making and that within globalisation there is ‘space’ for local 

decision-making (Webber, 2000:1163).  The regional British Columbia neoliberal electricity 
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policy case is an example of how that ‘space’ was used by a regional state in exercising its 

autonomy in, what can be called, the inter-relationship between globalisation and 

neoliberalisation.  The Liberal government made a conscious decision to open the publicly 

owned electricity system to the private sector largely comprised of international global 

corporations. 

 

As concluded in Chapter Seven, this regional case of neoliberal policy, the Liberal 

governments’ electricity policy in the 2000s, was fundamentally motivated by the facilitating 

of capital accumulation.  This case of actually existing neoliberalism exposed a number of 

critical disparities between the actual neoliberal policy and neoliberal theory including the 

existence of serious financial and electricity system inefficiencies with the new policy in 

contrast to claimed market benefits that would materialise.  Due to the Liberal 

government’s policy vast financial advantages were gained by the private sector but at the 

public expense.   

A main contribution of this case study to knowledge has been the application of 

‘actually existing neoliberalism’ in a class analysis mode in examining a regional example of 

neoliberal policy-making.  Moreover, this case study of British Columbia’s neoliberal 

electricity policy in the 2000s has enhanced the body of research of ‘close empirically 

grounded analysis’, meeting what Leitner, Peck and Sheppard stress is essential to 

understand neoliberalism. The particular features and dynamics that have been revealed 

through this particular case study of regional neoliberal policy, applying the lens of ‘actually 

existing neoliberalism’, have facilitated the goal to ‘better understand neoliberalism’ 

(Leitner et al, 2007:3), notably, in a regional context both in terms of what is unique in this 

example and what reflects more universal characteristics of neoliberalism.  Through the 
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method of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ light was also thrown on the class nature of the 

Liberal government’s policy, that it was capital interests being served while putting the 

public need at risk. 

Although there exists a substantial quantity of rigorous scholarship regarding the 

new neoliberal British Columbia electricity policy, the policy has not been placed in a 

framework of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’.  This approach has allowed for an 

investigation of the complexities and contradictions of the new neoliberal electricity policy 

in terms of both external and local factors and the policy uniqueness that resulted.  Analysts 

of neoliberalism such as Leitner et al have tended to focus on urban locations as this has 

been an especially noticable spatial area where neoliberalism has taken root.  However, 

with the focus of the present project of neoliberal policy at the broader, regional level of 

British Columbia, this project’s research is able to provide findings that contribute to 

knowledge of neoliberal policy at the expanded spatial level of a major sub-nation unit of a 

federated country.  At the same time, this case study has narrowed the research focus from 

a national level to a regional level, to a sub-area of a national jurisdiction.  This case study, 

then, is able to contribute to the knowledge and comprehension of neoliberalism at a 

geographic level not normally investigated.  Integral to this regional investigation is the 

exposure of the class basis of neoliberalism within a specific context, thereby adding to the 

knowledge of how class interests invariably predominate in neoliberal governmental 

practice.  

The research contribution in this respect, then, is twofold: it is a case study of 

neoliberal policy in a regional context, a geographic spatial area that has received minimal 

attention in the literature; and, secondly, the particular case of British Columbia electricity 

policy has not been examined using the thesis’ methodological and theoretical approach of 
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actually existing neoliberalism.  This project applies a class-based conceptualisation 

approach to the British Columbia region of Canada in terms of the Liberal government’s 

neoliberal electricity policy that also has not previously been undertaken.   Through a 

regional, ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ approach it has been possible to expose the form 

and influence of class as part of the economic-political ‘path-dependency’ in conjunction 

with the growing external influences of globalisation, ideologically and politically, in the 

Liberal government’s new neoliberal electricity regime.  With this methodology substantial 

differences between neoliberal theory and rhetoric, and actual neoliberal practice have 

been revealed. 

An important part of the present regional case study of neoliberalism was the 

inclusion of the local –level micro-case study of Ashlu Creek in which the sub-regional area 

of Squamish-Lillooet Regional District resisted the new policy in the course of upholding its 

local socio-economic interests.  Ashlu creek exposed more clearly the role of the state in 

respect to capital accumulation, the extent the state was prepared to go to quash local 

resistance, and ultimately the class interests that motivated the Liberal government with its 

new electricity policy.  

The project has highlighted that the class nature of the neoliberalisation of policy is 

more significant than is found in political economy literature regarding neoliberal policy.  

The analysis provided in this case study conceptualises the radically changed electricity 

policy in terms of a social shift, with the British Columbia state utilising neoliberal ideology 

to transform the role of the state and significantly favour capital over other social group and 

class interests.   
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Further research 
 

The research area of regional neoliberal policy would benefit from further case 

studies to provide more examples of ‘on the ground’ live cases of neoliberal policy at the 

regional geographic level.  The approach of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ has shown that 

each case of neoliberal policy is somewhat unique due to the particular path dependency of 

pre-existing social, political and economic factors that the new policy is subject to.  A 

comparative study, in particular an international one, would advance the level of analysis 

and understanding of how different polities handle the impact of neoliberalism on policy-

making in global times.  Such a study would be a valuable addition to the growing body of 

political economy literature on neoliberalism and neoliberal policy.  Furthermore, the 

approach utilised in this thesis which significantly draws on class analysis and the role of the 

state, proven to be productive in the British Columbia case, can usefully be applied to other 

regional cases of ‘actually existing neoliberalism’.  To this end, research has been conducted 

by the author on mining policy in the region of South Australia, a sub-nation unit of the 

federated country of Australia.   
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