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Whether it's the cottage, beach, canoe museum, a fishing adventure, or a stroll along the 
Otonabee River, Peterborough and the Kawartha region means water. It flows through the veins 
of our community, supports our economy, and improves our quality of life. We all understand the 
value of clean water. 
 
And sometimes the quality of local water depends on efforts and events hidden from our view. 
You've probably never heard of the Experimental Lakes Area, affectionately known as ELA. 
Located hundreds of kilometres from the Kawarthas, in northwestern Ontario, ELA has been at 
the forefront of water quality science for over 40 years. Studies at ELA have taught us a lot about 
how excessive nutrients lead to algal blooms and the devastating effects of acid rain. 
 
The primary reason our detergents no longer contain phosphates stems from research conducted 
on whole lakes at ELA. More recent work has examined how estrogen in human sewage can 
collapse fish populations. ELA is unique in conducting whole lake experiments that provide this 
valuable information. This type of work would not be possible anywhere else and has placed 
Canada as a worldwide leader in water research. The quality of water from your tap and in the 
lake is due, in part, to ELA. This is something worth celebrating. 
 
But last week, some disquieting news. The federal government signalled its intention to close 
ELA. What does this mean? The closure of ELA is a tremendous loss to Ontario, to Canada - and 
to Peterborough. Research is the backbone of good water management. Close to home, this 
decision could end an important, three-year study just started at Trent University. A team of 
scientists, myself included, were poised to investigate how microscopic silver particles affect our 
lakes. Our students would have gained specialized training and become experts in the area of 
water research. Given the size and scale of our project, we cannot duplicate the same results 
with small beakers or bottles in our labs at Trent. ELA is a living lab that provides a more full 
understanding of our natural world. Like ripples on a pond, the impact of its closure is likely to be 
felt, slowly but surely, as the demands and pressures on our freshwater grow. 
 
We all know the pressures, too, to reduce government spending. In terms of funding, ELA has 
repeatedly been judged to be highly efficient and a good value for the dollar. While the 
government continues to fund other initiatives such as the program to clean Lake Simcoe, these 
activities cannot replace the basic science provided by ELA. What's more, to grapple with big 
issues like water doesn't always mean big money. It does, however, require sustained efforts by 
dedicated people -often over the course of decades. Losing ELA not only reduces our ability to 
track current and emerging threats to water quality but it ends one of Canada's longest running 
environmental monitoring programs. In short, ELA spells science that touches the lives of 
Canadians. 
 
There is no question of the value of the Experimental Lakes Area as a place to conduct world-
class science. But there is one vital question -whether we want to jeopardize our clean water and 
our scientific capacity to preserve and maintain it. This is a question for all of us. 
 
Paul Frost is the David Schindler Professor of Aquatic Science at Trent. 
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