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The GRIL is concerned by the plans of federal government to close one of the worldwide 
most important research centers in aquatic ecology 

 
Montréal, May 18, 2012 – The Group for interuniversity research in limnology and aquatic environment 
(known as GRIL; Groupe de recherche interuniversitaire en limnologie et en environnement aquatique) is 
extremely concerned by the plans of the federal government to shut down Canada’s Experimental Lake Area 
(ELA), an important centre of the Department of Fisheries and Oceans. This centre, located in Kenora, Ontario, 
is a world-renowned aquatic research facility. Closure of this facility will have dramatic effects in Canada as 
it will stall the advancement of knowledge in freshwater ecology and global change.  Aquatic ecosystems are 
particularly important for society as they host a disproportionate number of species for their size and provide 
numerous ecosystems services (e.g. from water regulation to food production and recreational opportunities).  

ELA, a site of 58 small lakes, has served as a world-class facility for both long-term monitoring and ecosystem-
scale experiments.  There are few sites in the world that represent such an exceptional « natural laboratory », 
allowing researchers to do manipulations of entire lake ecosystems. Given that ELA has been in operation for 
more than 40 years, there are unique datasets that have provided key insight into how human activities alter 
freshwaters. Furthermore, ELA has been a nucleus, attracting scientists worldwide.  

Among the most important scientific contributions ELA has provided are key insights into the causes and 
consequences of acid rain, nutrient and mercury pollution, greenhouse gas production and climate change. Many 
of these studies have provided the base for environmental policies and laws, both nationally and internationally.  
Laws on the reduction of phosphates in laundry detergents for example come directly from a whole-lake study 
conducted at ELA.  Without a whole-lake study the argument over which organic compound was leading to 
undesirable algal blooms would have continued much longer than it did.   

One reason given by the federal government for the closure of ELA is that ecosystem-scale experiments and 
long-term monitoring should be done by universities and non-governmental organisations instead of the 
Department of Fisheries and Oceans.  However, university researchers are also facing cuts and most grants will 
not support any kind of long-term monitoring.  Researchers of the GRIL consider that only governmental 
organizations can provide the stability necessary for the continued existence of such infrastructure, as well as the 
critical data and sample collections housed there.  

The GRIL believes that the closure of ELA would have major consequences for the development of new 
knowledge in freshwater ecology, with detrimental implications for the management and environmental policies 
of these critical ecosystems to Canada. 

 

About the GRIL 

The GRIL is a strategic group funded by FRQNT (Fonds de recherche du Québec - Nature et technologies) and 
brings together 39 researchers and more than 175 graduate students from eight Quebec universities: Université 
de Montréal, l’UQAM, l’UQTR, McGill University, l’Institut national de la recherche scientifique (Centre Eau, 
Terre et Environnement), Concordia, Université de Sherbrooke et l’UQAC. GRIL members work to foster a 
better understanding of our aquatic environments (www.GRIL-Limnologie.ca). 
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