Harnessing Hydroelectricity for Victory:
Canada's Role in the Second World War

As the dark clouds of the Second World War gathered over the globe,

Canada found itself thrust into the heart of the conflict. The nation's vast
natural resources and industrial capacity became vital to the Allied cause,
and among these resources, hydroelectricity emerged as a shining beacon
of innovation and resilience.

Hydroelectricity, the generation of electricity from the power of flowing
water, had been steadily gaining prominence in Canada since the late 19th
century. By the outbreak of the war, the country boasted a network of dams
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and power plants, providing a reliable and sustainable source of energy to
industries and communities alike.
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The Industrial Demand

With the onset of war, the industrial demands on Canada's economy
skyrocketed. Factories across the country were operating at full capacity,
producing vital war materials such as aircraft, ships, and munitions.
Hydroelectricity became an indispensable fuel for this industrial surge,
providing the power to forge steel, drive assembly lines, and illuminate
wartime production facilities.

One of the most critical industries reliant on hydroelectricity was aluminum
production. Aluminum, a lightweight and durable metal, was essential for
the construction of aircraft and other military equipment. Canada
possessed vast bauxite reserves, the raw material for aluminum
production, and the country's hydroelectric resources made it possible to
refine and process this ore into the coveted metal.
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The Construction of Hydroelectric Projects

To meet the growing demand for electricity, Canada embarked on an
ambitious program of hydroelectric development during the war years. New
dams and power plants were constructed at an unprecedented pace,
harnessing the power of rivers and waterfalls to generate vast amounts of
clean, renewable energy.

One of the most iconic projects of this era was the construction of the
Beauharnois Hydroelectric Project in Quebec. This massive undertaking
involved the construction of a series of dams and powerhouses along the
St. Lawrence River, creating a vast reservoir of water that could be used to
generate electricity. The Beauharnois project, completed in 1939, became
the largest hydroelectric facility in Canada at the time.

The Human Cost

The construction and operation of these hydroelectric projects came at a
significant cost. Thousands of workers toiled tirelessly in often hazardous
conditions, building dams, laying transmission lines, and maintaining the
complex infrastructure. Many sacrificed their lives in the pursuit of victory.

The displacement of communities was another consequence of
hydroelectric development. The construction of dams and reservoirs often
required the relocation of entire populations, as homes and farms were
submerged beneath the rising waters. These sacrifices, though necessary,
left an enduring mark on the lives of those affected.

The Legacy of Hydroelectricity

By the end of the Second World War, Canada's hydroelectric industry had
undergone a profound transformation. The war effort had accelerated the



development of this vital resource, expanding capacity and establishing a
foundation for future growth.

The legacy of hydroelectricity in Canada extends far beyond the war years.
Today, Canada remains a world leader in hydroelectric power generation,
with over 60% of the country's electricity coming from this renewable
source. The dams and power plants built during the war continue to
operate, providing clean, affordable energy to homes, businesses, and
industries across the nation.

The story of hydroelectricity in Canada during the Second World War is a
testament to the ingenuity, determination, and sacrifices made by
Canadians in support of the Allied cause. By harnessing the power of
water, the nation played a pivotal role in fueling the industrial effort and
forging the path to victory.

The legacy of this era continues to shape Canada's energy landscape
today, as the nation strives to transition to a more sustainable and
prosperous future. Hydroelectricity remains a cornerstone of this transition,
providing a clean, reliable, and renewable source of energy for generations
to come.
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