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EXPERIMENTAL LAKES SCIENTIST RECEIVES TOP HONOUR, AS THE CLOCK 

TICKS TOWARDS LOSS OF UNIQUE FRESHWATER RESEARCH FACILITY 

In remarks prior to accepting the highest honour awarded to Canadian freshwater scientists, Dr. 

Ray Hesslein, former director of the Experimental lakes Area (ELA), warned that closure of the 

ELA would mean “a huge loss to the Canadian public in its ability to protect its fresh waters.” 

The federal Department of Fisheries and Oceans announced this past May that it will no longer 

support the facility after March 31, 2013. The ELA is made up of 58 lakes in northwestern 

Ontario, and its ground breaking research has provided solutions for problems of excessive algal 

growth, acid rain, reservoir flooding, and mercury pollution.  It has also gathered the longest 

record of the effects of climate on freshwater lakes and fisheries in North America. 

Though the government says it intends that work of ELA should continue under a new operator, 

and the International Institute for Sustainable Development, of Winnipeg, has expressed interest, 

there is no transfer agreement in place. 

A total of eight recipients of the prestigious Rigler award have come from the ELA, more than 

from any other single Canadian institution (the next highest number is 3).  

 “You can be at any freshwater conference on the planet and you don’t even have to say 

Experimental Lakes Area – you just say ELA and everyone immediately knows what you are 

talking about”, said Dr. John Smol, FRSC, former Rigler Award recipient and Canada Research 

Chair in Environmental Change at Queen’s University.  

Dr. Hesslein received the Frank H. Rigler Award at the annual joint meeting of the Canadian 

Conference for Freshwater Fisheries Research and the Society of Canadian Limnology at St. 

Clair College in Windsor, Ontario.   He recalled that he “always felt that my work as a public 

servant was of benefit to the Canadian people” and that he hopes “others will have similar 

opportunities at ELA in the future. “ 

Dr. Hesslein’s hope is shared by numerous scientists and scientific organizations, as well as 

concerned citizens, in Canada and internationally.   

Since this announcement, 23,000 Canadians have signed petitions, and numerous MP’s have 

introduced questions and resolutions in Parliament, but the government has not reversed its 

decision to terminate support.   

The $2M per year cost of running ELA is less than 0.2 % of DFO’s annual $1,672M budget, but 

is large for any private non-profit organization to take on.   

“Time is getting extremely short”, said Dr. John Rudd, former director of ELA and also a former 

Rigler award recipient.  “With this uncertainty, highly experienced staff are necessarily looking 



for new employment, and will take the corporate knowledge of how to do large, whole lake 

experiment with them.  

Dr. Hesslein closed his remarks saying, “I hope there will be a bright future for ELA”, as “A 

failure to make this transfer work would mean a huge loss to the Canadian public in its ability to 

protect its fresh waters.” 
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The Coalition to Save ELA is a nonpartisan group of scientists and citizens concerned about the 

future of Canada’s Experimental Lakes Area. Our mission is to promote awareness and support 

for the Experimental Lakes Area, and to advocate in the interest of all Canadians for the 

continuation of this essential research program. Our vision for ELA is as a world-class public 

research program generating sound, scientific evidence for the development of effective public 

policy, management strategies, and stewardship activities to ensure the health of Canada’s 

freshwaters and fisheries. 

Website: saveela.org, Facebook: facebook.com/savetheela , Twitter: @SaveTheELA, 

#SaveELA. 
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