To: The Right Honourable Stephen Harper, MP, Prime Minister


  The Honourable Gary Goodyear, MP, Minister of State (Science and Technology) 

       The Honourable Peter Kent, MP, Minister of the Environment

       The Honourable Keith Ashfield, MP, Minister of Fisheries and Oceans and Minister 


for the Atlantic Gateway

cc:   Dr. Suzanne Fortier and the members of NSERC Council 

        Dr. Gilles G. Patry, President and CEO of the Canada Foundation for Innovation

 The Honourable Thomas Mulcair, MP, Leader of Her Majesty’s Official Opposition 

 The Honourable Bob Rae, MP, Leader of the Liberal Party of Canada 

 The Honourable Kennedy Stewart, MP, NDP critic for Science and Technology 

 The Honourable Hélène LeBlanc, MP, NDP critic for Industry 

 The Honourable Ted Hsu, MP, Liberal critic for Science and Technology 

 The Honourable Linda Duncan, MP, Edmonton-Strathcona

 The Honourable Elaine McCoy, Senator, Alberta

  Dr. Gregory Taylor, Dean of Science, University of Alberta

  Signatories to the May 3, 2012 letter to Mr. Paradis and others (letter appended)

date:  June 18, 2012

RE:  Budget cuts to NSERC Major Resources Support and Research Tools and Implements Programmes, Environment Canada, Parks Canada Service, and environmental research previously sponsored by Fisheries and Oceans

We are writing to express our grave concerns about your government’s decisions to end funding for scientific research in multiple areas. 

On May 3, 2012, forty-seven of Canada’s leading scientists wrote to the Prime Minister and the Minister of State for Science and Technology, strongly protesting the government’s decision to discontinue NSERC’s Major Resources Support (MRS) and Research Tools and Instruments (RTI) programmes (letter appended). The letter includes a list of MRS-funded projects, and emphasizes the importance of the MRS and RTI programmes for basic scientific research in this country. We hope that the information provided in this letter – including the explanation as to why other programmes will not be able to fill the funding gaps – will cause the Cabinet to rethink its decision.

As researchers working in various areas of environmental studies, we appreciate the role of basic science, performed in universities and government agencies, in producing knowledge that is critical to comprehending the environmental challenges facing Canadians today. It is for this reason that we address this letter not only to the Minister of State for Science and Technology, but also to the Ministers for the Environment and for Fisheries and Oceans. They cannot adequately fulfill their duties to protect the environment without the knowledge that is produced by independent, scientific researchers.  These researchers, in turn, need access to publicly-funded facilities and equipment. Such costly facilities and instruments are used most efficiently when the largest number of researchers can have access to them. 

De-funding the MRS and RTI programmes may lead to the loss of important resources for the scientific community, such as the University of Alberta microfungus collection and herbarium,
 or the Université de Laval’s Félix d’Herelle Reference Centre collection of bacterial viruses.

The de-funding of such important resources as the Polar Environment Atmospheric Research Laboratory (PEARL) or the Bamfield Marine Sciences Centre—among many other facilities—will be a terrible set-back to scientific research in Canada. Without NSERC funding for their operation, such research bases will be obliged to charge fees to researchers. Higher fees, in turn will have the effect of curtailing their research, especially since grant funding for individual researchers has been declining in value and availability. Universities cannot assume responsibility for such facilities as their government funding, too, has been substantially reduced in recent decades.

The decisions of the Minister of Fisheries and Oceans to cease operating support for the Experimental Lakes Area (ELA) in northwestern Ontario and to lay off 400 Ministry staff (half of them scientists)
  across the country will further diminish the Ministry’s already stretched capacity to fulfill its mandate. Canadians are widely opposed to these decisions; almost 12,000 have signed a petition calling for continued DFO funding for the ELA. 
  

With the ending of federal government funding for the Canadian Foundation for Climate and Atmospheric Sciences,
 the Canadian Middle Atmospheric Model, cuts to NSERC programmes, and the firing of staff in the DoE and DFO, Canadians increasingly have the impression that the government is trying to dismantle the infrastructure for environmental research. Thomas J. Duck, an associate professor of physics and atmospheric science at Dalhousie University, wrote in the Toronto Star on March 4, 2012, that:  “The ensuing funding gap has caused many university-based climate and atmospheric science activities to collapse. With scientists already reeling from draconian cuts to Environment Canada, widespread layoff notices have resulted in a brain drain the like of which has not been seen for a generation. Rather than ‘attracting world-leading talent,’ Canada is quickly divesting itself of its best and brightest.”

SustainableBusiness.com reported June 4, 2012: “Canada is dismantling the nation's entire ocean contaminants program as part of massive layoffs at the Department of Fisheries and Oceans . . . Among the scientists terminated are ones who have conducted landmark research about global pollutants for decades: Peter Ross, who is among the world's leading experts on marine mammals and contaminants, Gary Stern, a mercury expert whose work focuses on the Arctic, Michel Lebeuf, who studies the highly contaminated St. Lawrence belugas and Michael Ikonomou, who researches flame retardants and other endocrine-disrupting contaminants in salmon and other ocean life.”
  Peter Ross wrote in a widely-read article in Environmental Health News: “It is with apprehension that I ponder a Canada without any research or monitoring capacity for pollution in our three oceans, or any ability to manage its impacts on commercial fish stocks, traditional foods for over 300,000 aboriginal people and marine wildlife.” 
  

In April of this year, the government announced that it would be eliminating 1,689 jobs in the Parks Service. This decision, affecting biologists, historians, social scientists, and archaeologists, will drastically diminish the capacity of the Service to do its important work.

Almost 45,000 people have signed a petition opposing Bill C-38, which your government recently passed, because of the multiple ways in which it weakens environmental regulation.
 These and many, many other actions across the country manifest Canadians’ deep concern about the state of the environment and the government’s commitment to its protection. 

As citizens and as university researchers, we call upon the government to demonstrate its commitment to the publicly-funded research that is a critical foundation of informed, effective environmental policy.  The decisions listed above must be rescinded if scientists are to have the resources they need to carry out their work. The grave risks posed to our environment and to human health by climate change, biodiversity loss, and toxic chemicals necessitate more – not less – government investment in scientific research (both research carried out in the universities and in government departments like Environment and Fisheries and Oceans). Science underpins effective identification of risks, standard-setting, monitoring, and enforcement of environmental laws. A government that divests itself of these responsibilities is simply incapable of protecting public interests.

For these reasons, we join Canadian scientists and engineers in calling for the reinstatement of funding for NSERC’s MRS and RTI programmes, as well as for DFO funding of the ELA and the ocean contaminants programme.  We urge the government to rethink its strategy of seeking budget savings by cutting funding for science and for environmental monitoring and enforcement.  

We look forward to hearing from the Ministers, at their earliest possible convenience, what their current thinking is regarding the importance of a well-funded, public research infrastructure. (Please send your replies to Laurie Adkin at ladkin@ualberta.ca.)
Yours sincerely (in alphabetical order),

Laurie E. Adkin, Associate Professor, Dept. of Political Science and Environmental Studies BA Program, University of  Alberta, 10—16 H. M. Tory Building, Edmonton, AB, T6G 2H4  or  ladkin@ualberta.ca
Ken Caine, Assistant Professor, Department of Sociology, University of Alberta

Sara Dorow, Associate Professor, Department of Sociology, University of Alberta

Joan Greer, Associate Professor, Department of Art & Design; Adjunct Professor, Religious Studies

David Kahane, Vargo Distinguished Teaching Chair and Professor, Department of Political Science, University of Alberta

Amy Kaler, Associate Professor, Department of Sociology/Adjunct Associate Professor, School of Public Health, University of Alberta

Nathan Kowalsky, Assistant Professor, St. Joseph’s College, University of Alberta

Elizabeth Piper, Associate Professor, History and Classics, University of Alberta

Susan Smith, Professor, Department of History and Classics, University of Alberta

Imre Szeman, Canada Research Chair in Cultural Studies and Professor of English and Film Studies, University of Alberta

Jennifer Welchman, Professor, Department of Philosophy, University of Alberta
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