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ROTARY ROSTER: The Rotary Club of Acton kicked
off the beginning of a new Rotary Year with a change of
officers at a barbecue at last Tuesday’s meeting (right
photo). Dick Crane (right), the new president of the
Rotary Club of Acton, took over the “gavel” from retir-
ing President Robert Bedard. — Submitted photo

@ W
cience -
M ;

By David Suzuki

)
[y

Ontario’s endangered
wildlife dodged a bullet
(and a bulldozer) recent-
ly, when the provincial
government reversed
its decision to gut the
province’s world-class
Endangered Species Act
with a raft of amendments
stuffed into a controversial
omnibus budget bill.

Legal experts, former
politicians, and environ-
mentalists, including me,
had expressed concern
about Bill 55’s damag-
ing revisions to several
environmental laws in the
province, most notably
the Endangered Species
Act. The changes would
have undermined public
management of cherished
forests, lakes, and rivers,
as well as protection of
some of the most vulner-
able species in Canada.
Many of those plants and
animals are clinging to
survival, including wood-
land caribou, American
ginseng, shortnose cisco

fish, piping plovers, and
wood turtles.

More than 50 labour,
health, and environmental
groups submitted a joint
letter to the government
in defence of the Endan-
gered Species Act. They
were joined by thousands
of Ontario residents who
wrote to Premier Dalton
McGuinty, urging him to
change his mind.

Thankfully, he listened.

At the 11th hour, gov-
ernment members on the
Standing Committee on
Finance and Economic
Affairs voted to remove
amendments from Bill 55
that would have eviscer-
ated the act.

While Ontario’s en-
vironmental laws remain
vulnerable to politics, I'm
relieved that legislators
were able to come togeth-
er to maintain strong legal
protection for the divers-
ity of nature and life that
provides us with immeas-
urable benefits.
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With their vote of confi-
dence for the Endangered
Species Act, politicians in
Ontario helped sustain one
of the few outcomes of an
important global environ-
mental agreement, the
Convention on Biological
Diversity. Its 20th anni-
versary was celebrated in
June at Rio+20, more for-
mally known as the United
Nations Conference on
Sustainable Development,
a major international gath-
ering in Rio de Janeiro,
Brazil.

Two decades ago, the
Convention on Biologic-
al Diversity, along with
two other important inter-
national agreements (the
UN Framework Conven-
tion on Climate Change
and Agenda 21, which
eventually spawned the
UN Convention to Com-
bat Desertification), were
signed by more than 170
nations at the first Con-
ference on Sustainable
Development, held in Rio
in May 1992.

Commonly referred to as
the Earth Summit, the first
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Rio conference attempted
to establish a strong global
mandate for collective ac-
tion to safeguard the Earth’s
biodiversity and climate.

Though the agreements
signed in 1992 lacked any
real teeth, they established
international processes for
monitoring biodiversity
decline, creating new parks
and protected areas, and
catalyzing domestic policy
developments, including
the adoption of laws for
protection and recovery of
species threatened with ex-
tinction.

Canada was the first
industrialized nation to
ratify the Convention on
Biological Diversity. Soon
after, the federal gov-
ernment entered into an
agreement with the prov-
inces called the National
Accord for the Protection
of Species at Risk. Thanks
to the accord, almost all of
Canada’s provinces and
territories have enacted or
overhauled wildlife legis-
lation to protect species at
risk within their borders
— except for Alberta and
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British Columbia.

Losing the Endangered
Species Act in Ontario
while world leaders met
again to try to save the
biosphere would have
set a horrible precedent
for global protection of
biodiversity and would
have solidified Canada’s
growing reputation as
an international laggard
(a reputation that wasn’t
helped by our federal
environment minister’s ac-
tions and statements in Rio
this year).

The first Rio Earth
Summit was marked by
grandiose rhetoric and
commitments by pol-
iticians who ultimately
failed to deliver on their
promises. Twenty years
later, the world confronts
a biosphere even more
severely damaged by mil-
lions of acres of destroyed
forests, two billion more
people, and atmospheric
carbon concentrations
nearing tipping-point lev-
els. And yet, while experts
tell us the first Rio Earth
Summit clearly failed to

protect the biosphere, it
did provide impetus for
creating and strengthening
domestic institutions and
mstruments, like Ontario’s
Endangered Species Act
and other important en-
vironmental laws and
policies.

There’s a lesson from
the successful fight to
save environmental laws
in Ontario: The public
must remain vigilant and
continue to compel our
politicians to act if we are
to have any hope of stem-
ming the biodiversity crisis
here at home and across
the planet.

The government of On-
tario listened to public
concerns. I remain hopeful
that the province’s political
leaders will keep the ESA
intact. Legal protection
of wildlife and its vulner-
able habitat has never been
more critical.

Written with contribu-
tions from David Suzuki
Foundation Terrestrial
Conservation and Science
Program director Faisal
Moola.
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