
 
 
November 9, 2012 

Dear Minister Kent, 

We are writing today to urge you to take immediate action to stop your government from committing a grave error 

that would have dire consequences for Canada’s ability to secure the health of our lakes and the sustainability of our 

freshwater resources. We have been informed that the Department of Fisheries and Oceans is on the verge of transferring the 

Experimental Lakes Area (ELA) to a private sector operator. This action is being taken under a veil of secrecy and at a time 

when Parliament is not sitting. Mr. Kent, we are appealing to you - as Minister of the Environment - to intervene and ensure 

that ELA remains a public science program under the purview of the Government of Canada. 

The ELA is the only freshwater research facility capable of providing the scientific information critical to addressing 

the serious environmental challenges we face in Canada, now and in the future. We warn you that transferring ELA to private 

interests will change the focus of its research, the perception of the science, the ownership of the scientific data, and the 

communication of findings to the scientific community and the Canadian public. Unless it remains funded by the government 

and staffed by public service scientists, the research priorities at ELA will cease to reflect public policy priorities or serve the 

public interest. Furthermore, the disposal of ELA and the dismantling of its science team will significantly reduce the 

freshwater science expertise and capacity within the Public Service of Canada. 

Without question, the Government of Canada needs the ELA to fulfill its obligation to protect Canadians and their 

environment. The Department of Fisheries and Oceans claims that research at the ELA is “no longer aligned with its core 

mandate”, and is about to abandon the ELA research center and its team of freshwater experts. Mr. Kent, the only solution 

under these circumstances is to transfer the ELA facility and its science team to Environment Canada (EC). There is no doubt 

that research at the ELA is in perfect alignment with your department’s highest priorities. The ELA program is required by 

EC to achieve its three strategic outcomes outlined in ‘Environment Canada’s 2012-2013 Report on Plans and Priorities’. 

With respect to Strategic Outcome #1 (‘A Sustainable Environment’), ELA fits under Program Activity 1.2, which 

addresses the implications to water resources from economic growth, climate change, and other factors. After four decades of 

scientific excellence, ELA has established itself as a world leader in understanding the impacts of industrial activities on the 

health of aquatic ecosystems. As such, ELA is the ideal facility for understanding today’s threats to Canada’s water resources 

from mining, oil and gas extraction, aquaculture, and other forms of on-going development. ELA is also an important site for 

studying the impacts of climate change, in terms of both its 40 year data set from unmanipulated lakes, and a new whole-

ecosystem climate change experiment being co-led by an EC scientist. In this experiment, a diversion channel was 

established in 2010 to simulate and investigate the effects of a drier climate on the physical, chemical, and biological 

characteristics of aquatic ecosystems.  

ELA also supports EC’s Program Activity 1.3, which aims to sustain Canada’s ecosystems. ELA includes both lakes 

and their entire watersheds, making it an excellent research platform for developing and testing strategies for ecosystem-

based management aimed at improving watershed and water quality management in Canada. For example, ELA is 

exceptionally useful for developing effective nutrient management strategies for controlling algal blooms in priority water 

bodies (such as Lake Erie, Lake Winnipeg, Lake Simcoe, and Georgian Bay), and for providing the training for many of the 

scientists who are currently working on problems in those systems. 

With respect to Strategic Outcome #2 (‘A Safe Environment’), ELA is currently an important environmental 

monitoring station for EC. The ELA has operated a meteorological station for more than 40 years, as part of EC’s Canadian 

Air and Precipitation Monitoring Network. In addition, EC scientists operate floating sampling stations on ELA lakes to 

integrate air and water monitoring, enabling EC to develop predictive models of atmosphere and water conditions for lakes 

across Canada.  

With respect to Strategic Outcome #3 (‘A Clean Environment’), ELA falls within Program Activity 3.1 by reducing 

threats to the health of the environment posed by pollution and waste from human activities. ELA is an unparalleled and 

internationally-acclaimed research facility for assessing the risks and developing mitigation strategies for water pollutants. 

For example, the results of pioneering studies at ELA on nutrient pollution and acid rain have been instrumental in improving 



 
 
public policy around the world. More recently, ELA research has focused on developing strategies for hydroelectric utilities 

to reduce greenhouse gases from reservoirs, and on the efficacy of stricter regulations of mercury emissions from coal-fired 

power plants for reducing mercury concentrations in fish. World-leading research into impacts of other emerging chemicals 

of concern, such as synthetic estrogens from municipal sewage effluent, continues to be pursued at the ELA. In fact, there is a 

study funded by EC’s Chemical Management Plan underway at ELA to examine the fate of a class of flame retardants 

(PBDEs). Another study on the ecological impacts of ‘nanosilver’ – a new antimicrobial nanomaterial found in hundreds of 

consumer products – began this year, with whole-ecosystem experimentation slated to begin next year. Such information is 

clearly required by EC to conduct risk assessments for these chemicals. 

Finally, one of the greatest challenges for EC is to investigate and mitigate the impacts of Alberta’s oil sands 

development on regional water bodies. The ELA is a powerful research platform perfectly suited for this challenging 

undertaking. For example, research at ELA is helping your department understand not only the impacts of acid rain, but also 

of mercury emissions originating from oil sands development. In fact, previous research at ELA on acid rain was funded by 

the Alberta Oil Sands Research Program because of the similarity of the lakes at ELA to the acid-sensitive lakes of concern 

near the oil sands. The whole-ecosystem mercury experiment currently underway at ELA is invaluable to EC for developing 

the new mercury emission regulations required to reduce mercury contamination of fishes. Furthermore, the ELA lakes, 

facilities, and researchers could be used by EC to investigate the fates and effects of the host of other contaminants liberated 

by oil sands development, such as polyaromatic hydrocarbons and metals. Future experiments at ELA could simulate a leak 

from a tailings pond, or an accidental spill of diluted bitumen from a broken pipeline. Research could aim to develop and 

assess remediation strategies for cleaning up leaks or spills that are occurring, and will continue to occur, as the network of 

bitumen-related infrastructure expands in the future.  

We call on you, Minister Kent, to maintain ELA as a public science program to ensure that research at ELA 

continues to respond to government priorities, guide public policy, and remain in the public interest. Considering the new and 

emerging threats to Canada’s freshwater resources, Canada now needs the ELA more than ever. At an annual operating cost 

of only $2 million, the ELA is an exceptionally cost-effective investment for the federal government. Please fulfill your 

responsibilities as Minister of the Environment and do the right thing for Canada by ensuring that your government does not 

transfer the ELA to private interests as part of a dubious and secretive process. It is clearly in the best interests of our country 

and all its citizens for Environment Canada to take over the operation of the ELA and its team of freshwater scientists. We 

request an in-person meeting with you to discuss this proposal further. We look forward to your prompt response and the 

opportunity to meet with you in the near future. 

Sincerely, 

Jules Blais, PhD, Professor, University of Ottawa, and President of The Society of Canadian Limnologists 

William Donahue, PhD, LLB, Freshwater Science and Policy Consultant 

Britt Hall, PhD, Associate Professor, University of Regina 

Carol Kelly, PhD, Professor, University of Manitoba (retired) 

Karen Kidd, PhD, Canada Research Chair, University of New Brunswick 

Peter Kirby, LLB, Barrister & Solicitor 

Diane Orihel, BSc, MNRM, PhD Candidate, University of Alberta 

Yves Prairie, PhD, Chaire UNESCO, Université du Québec à Montréal 

Rebecca Rooney, PhD, Assistant Professor, University of Waterloo 

John Rudd, PhD, ELA Head Scientist, Fisheries & Oceans Canada (retired) 

David Schindler, OC, AOE, DPhil, FRSC, FRS, Killam Memorial Professor, University of Alberta 

John Shearer, ELA Operations Manager, Fisheries & Oceans Canada (retired) 

John Smol, PhD, FRSC, Canada Research Chair, Queen’s University 

Heidi Swanson, PhD, Postdoctoral Fellow, University of Alberta 

Jason Venkiteswaren, PhD, Postdoctoral Fellow, University of Waterloo 


