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OPEN LETTER 

 
June 16, 2012 

 

Dear Minister Keith Ashfield and Minister Peter Kent,  
 
We, Science Directors of the Canadian Rivers Institute, are writing to express our deep concern over 

the May 17, 2012 announcement about the closure of the Experimental Lakes Area and the irreparable 
harm this will have on the health of fresh waters and fisheries in Canada.   

 
The facility has a remarkable history of showing the impacts of human activities on water quality 

and fisheries, and of conducting science that is crucial to developing effective and economically sensible 
policies for protecting our natural resources.  Experiments done at ELA are critical for informing 
management and policy decisions for fresh waters, both nationally and internationally, because lab 
studies do not imitate the real world.  In addition, studies of already-stressed systems do not allow one 
to understand the specific stressors causing the problem.  ELA has been instrumental in finding solutions 
to several of Canada’s water issues.  The small operating budget of the facility is far outweighed by the 
money that has been saved through science-based legislation that has improved water quality and 
fisheries.   For example, the savings for industry and municipalities of only targeting phosphates in 
detergents - rather than both phosphates and nitrogen - to reduce harmful algal blooms and the die-off 
of lakes - is estimated to be in the billions of dollars (savings in drinking water treatment, for example), 
while the health and social benefits for Canadians of having clean waters and safe and abundant 
fisheries are incalculable.  

 
It is in the best interest of both Canadians and the government to have a federal department 

maintain control of these facilities.  This would ensure that the science conducted at ELA stays relevant 
to national water and fisheries issues, and that it is accessible to government legislators.   

 
We cannot imagine how one university or company would be capable of funding and operating this 

facility, of taking on the liability of whole lake studies, and of maintaining ELA’s long-term monitoring 
program that is so critical for benchmarking the health of lakes.  The short-term nature of research at 
universities and the severe funding pressures they face means that universities are not suited to 
conducting the longer-term research on applied policy issues.  No funding exists within the NSERC 
system to support its operation and the facility needs long term and stable support that cannot be 
guaranteed under the university granting system.  The loss of the long-term monitoring program at ELA 
would be devastating to Canada’s ability to understand how climate change is affecting water quality 
and fisheries of lakes.  How do you envision transferring ELA to a university or to the private sector 
without losing the national value of this program? 

 
The health of Canadian waterways and fisheries are better thanks to government-led and supported 

research from ELA.  Closure of ELA would jeopardize the Government’s ability to protect, manage and 
restore these critical resources, to meet its commitments to “protect the aquatic environment now and 



for the future” in the Government of Canada's Action Plan for Clean Water, and to ensure that resource 
development occurs in a sustainable manner. 

 
The Experimental Lakes Area is a unique and invaluable facility for Canadians.  We urge you to 

reverse your decision to close or transfer ELA to a private institution, and await your response to our 
letter. 

 
Sincerely, 

 
Karen Kidd, PhD 
Professor, Biology Department, University of New Brunswick, Saint John, New Brunswick 
Canada Research Chair in Chemical Contamination of Food Webs 
 
David Armanini, PhD 
Managing Director, Prothea Group, Milano 
 
Rick Cunjak, PhD  
Professor, Biology Department, University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, New Brunswick 
Canada Research Chair in River Ecosystem Science 
 
Doug Holdway, PhD 
Professor, University of Ontario Institute of Technology, Oshawa, Ontario 
Canada Research Chair in Aquatic Toxicology 
 
Deb MacLatchy, PhD 
Professor, Department of Biology, Wilfrid Laurier University, Waterloo, Ontario 
 
Kerry MacQuarrie, PhD 
Professor, Department of Civil Engineering, University of New Brunswick, Fredericton, New Brunswick 
Canada Research Chair in Groundwater-Surface Water Interactions 
 
Chris Martyniuk, PhD 
Assistant Professor, Biology Department, University of New Brunswick, Saint John, New Brunswick 
Canada Research Chair in Molecular Ecology 
 
Chris Metcalfe, PhD 
Director, Institute for Watershed Science, Trent University 
Professor, Environmental and Resource Studies, Trent University, Peterborough, Ontario 
 
Mark Servos, PhD 
Professor, Department of Biology, University of Waterloo, Waterloo, Ontario 
Canada Research Chair in Water Quality 
 
André St-Hilaire, PhD 
Professor, Water, Earth and Environment Center, L’Institut national de la recherche scientifique, 
Université du Québec, Québec 


