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Canada is a nation of freshwater lovers. Water
supports our social fabric and it underpins our
country’s remarkable biodiversity. Spending
time in, on, or close to water is for many of
us what it means to be Canadian. Yet citizens
across the country, from coast to coast to
coast, are noticing changes to this precious resource.
The Gordon Water Group of Concerned Scientists
and Citizens is deeply concerned about Canada’s
escalating water crisis. We believe that federal
action is urgently required to assist other levels of
government and Canadian citizens in addressing the
serious problems facing our freshwater legacy.
This document is a summary of a comprehensive
blueprint, reviewed by the nation’s leading
water experts, to guide federal actions towards
a sustainable water future. The full, annotated
blueprint is available at www.gordonwatergroup.ca.

CANADA IS FACING A NEW
FRESHWATER REALITY
A National Treasure That We Take For Granted
The contribution of water to the Canadian economy
is estimated to be between $7.5 and $23 billion.
Moreover, water’s contribution to our health, to our
communities, and to the environment is immeasurable.
Yet we take our freshwater legacy for granted and

have failed to address ongoing problems that plague
this most precious resource.
Ongoing Problems Are Not Being Addressed
These problems include the failure to ensure safe
drinking water for all Canadians, flushing untreated
waste into our water bodies, altering river systems
with dams and diversions, and the persistent threat of
bulk water exports.
And New Threats Could Be Devastating
Our inability to address these ongoing problems is
particularly worrisome given the stressors coming down
the pipe. Rapidly increasing energy production threatens
to destroy watercourses, new pollutants and invasive
species could devastate aquatic ecosystems, while climate
change projections indicate dramatic changes to the
availability and integrity of freshwater systems, as well as
the frequency and intensity of floods and droughts. One
thing is certain. If we fail to act, the costs borne by our
children and grandchildren will far exceed the costs of
taking strong action today.

www.gordonwatergroup.ca

TIME FOR A REINVIGORATED FEDERAL ROLE
The Decline in Federal Action
Unfortunately, while provinces, local governments, and
citizens groups have taken steps in the right direction,
federal action on freshwater has been sorely lacking
in the last twenty years. In fact, the systematic scaling
back of federal government involvement has severely
reduced our nation’s capacity to protect freshwater
ecosystems.
• The federal government used to monitor 4,000 water
quantity monitoring sites, now it only monitors
2,500.
• Personnel working on environmental science for
Environment Canada were cut by 26% between 1992
and 2007, and by 21% for Fisheries and Oceans.
• Environment Canada determined that it needed
at least 300 staff for effective enforcement of
environmental laws. In 2003, it had 93 enforcement
officers.
• The current deficit in investment in water infrastructure is estimated to be as much as $100 billion.

Constitutional Responsibilities
The decline in federal action has occurred despite the
fact that Canada’s constitution clearly divides freshwater
responsibilities between provincial and federal governments.
The federal government has constitutional powers relating
to fisheries, shipping, First Nations and matters of national
concern. Through other powers, it can help resolve interprovincial disputes, monitor water systems, affect national
health policies, manage pollution, and oversee environmental assessments. Federal inaction does not arise from a
lack of mandate; it comes from a lack of political will.
Protecting the Common Interest of Canadian Citizens
Without assigning adequate resources to learn about
our water, enforce laws, enable local action and protect
Canadians from emerging threats, the federal government
is failing to protect the common interest of Canadian
citizens. In this document, we urge the federal government
to go back to the table in a way that supports and
reinforces the efforts of other levels of government, local
watershed organizations, and Canadian citizens.

The Gordon Water Group – Who Are We?
We are scientists, lawyers, policy experts and former senior government policy advisors who represent environmental
organizations, university research centres, policy consultancies, an indigenous centre and a not-for-profit foundation.
As a group, we firmly believe that today’s water challenges, and those that lie ahead, can be overcome with a
commitment to good water governance, comprehensive policy and planning, and active community participation.

A BLUEPRINT FOR ACTION
In the full report avaliable at:
(www.gordonwatergroup.ca), we present
25 recommended actions, organized
around seven priority areas. These
actions, which are summarized below,
represent a federal catch-up phase that
would help establish the foundation
for the type of national effort that is
required to forge a new path for freshwater protection in Canada.
1) Enhancing National Capacity for
Freshwater Protection
A reinvigorated federal role begins with
rebuilding and enhancing our country’s
capacity to deal with our freshwater
challenges. To guide this process, the
federal government should facilitate the
creation of a national freshwater vision
and strategy, following in the footsteps
of other jurisdictions such as Australia,
South Africa and the European Union.
Equally important is the development
of a national water fund and other
financial mechanisms to support the
effective implementation of a national
strategy.
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2) Responding to the Impacts
of Climate Change and Energy
Production
Communities need to build resilience
to the impacts of a changing climate
on freshwater, including emergencies
such as droughts and floods. To
assist communities in achieving this
resilience, the federal government
can begin by integrating adaptation
(minimizing community vulnerability) and mitigation (reducing
greenhouse gases) into all aspects
of freshwater management. Greater
consideration also needs to be given
to the connections between climate
change, freshwater management,
and energy production. For example,
environmental assessment of energy
development projects such as the Tar
Sands should effectively address the

pressures exerted on our freshwater
ecosystems.
3) Securing Safe Drinking Water for
All Canadians
Federal government guidelines are
failing to ensure equal access to clean
water across the country. Replacing
these guidelines with enforceable
legislative standards would create a
safety net to protect all Canadians. In
addition, urgent steps are required to
rectify the inequity in access to safe
drinking water experienced by First
Nations. Other key actions for the
federal government include implementing a comprehensive toolkit to
address the pollution of water sources,
and financial assistance to communities to help renew the crumbling
infrastructure that delivers and treats
their drinking water.

the traditional approach of constantly
seeking out new supplies, the soft path
relies on reducing demands for water
through community engagement, longterm planning, innovative policies and
water-efficient technologies. The federal
government should also take the lead in
dispelling the Canadian myth of freshwater abundance by implementing a
national freshwater education program.

4) Protecting Aquatic Ecosystems
and Aboriginal Water Rights
Healthy rivers and lakes create an
environment in which Canadians
can prosper. The government should
improve the enforcement of laws to
protect these aquatic ecosystems for
the benefit of all species (including
humans). Due to their unique connections with land and water, Aboriginal
peoples are particularly sensitive
to damage inflicted on aquatic
ecosystems. The federal government
should fully recognize and respect
aboriginal water rights.

6) Preventing Interjurisdictional
Conflicts and Bulk Water Exports
Recent disputes suggest deterioration
in the cooperative spirit that has
marked the Canadian-U.S. relationship
over shared waters for over a century.
Once admired as a model of binational
cooperation, the International Joint
Commission has lacked support in
recent years and needs financial,
technical and political reinvigoration.
Another contributor to interjurisdictional tension is the omnipresent
threat of bulk water exports. It is clear
that the majority of Canadians oppose
the bulk export of water. The federal
government should alleviate public
concern by tightening legal loopholes
to guarantee the prevention of exports
and large-scale diversions to other
countries. The federal government
also has an important role to play in
anticipating, avoiding and resolving
interprovincial disputes over water. A
dispute resolution process designed to
ensure fair and sustainable agreements would support this role.

5) Promoting a Culture of Water
Conservation
Climate change, excessive water allocations, and the need to secure water for
aquatic ecosystems represent constraints
on future water supplies. Through
financial and legal incentives, the
federal government should encourage
major water use sectors to shift to a
‘soft path’ for water. As opposed to

7) Developing World Class Water
Science
Knowledge is power; a national
water management process needs
national water inventories and maps
of all major aquifers. The federal
government is ideally suited to take the
lead on water science and monitoring
and to make the research publicly
available and widely disseminated.

THE PATH FORWARD: OUR EXPECTATIONS AND COMMITMENTS
Changing the Flow: A Blueprint for Federal Action on Freshwater outlines priority actions to reinvigorate the federal
role while enabling other levels of government and local actors to meet their own responsibilities. We see these
actions as an essential foundation for a truly national approach to protecting our freshwater future.
We expect the federal government to:

We commit to:

G

Require that a Parliamentary Committee
respond to the actions established in the
full blueprint by generating an official
report to be submitted to Parliament;
and

G

Monitor the federal government’s
activities and keep Canadian citizens
informed on their progress;

G

Release follow-up reports until all
priority areas are addressed; and

In the next federal government budget,
commit sufficient resources to take
action in the areas highlighted in the
full blueprint.

G

Continue the dialogue with other groups
and organizations to promote action
towards a national water strategy and
vision.

G

Freshwater is critical to survival, vital for the national economy, and essential for a sustainable future. It is time for
us as a nation to stop taking water for granted, and time for our federal government to show leadership. Please visit
www.gordonwatergroup.ca to access the full blueprint.

www.gordonwatergroup.ca

CHANGING THE FLOW:

A BLUEPRINT FOR FEDERAL ACTION ON FRESHWATER
Action

Priority Area
1. Enhancing National
Capacity for Freshwater
Protection

2. Responding to the Impacts
of Climate Change and
Energy Production

3. Securing Safe Drinking
Water for All Canadians

4. Protecting Aquatic
Ecosystems and
Aboriginal Water Rights

5. Promoting a Culture of
Water Conservation

6. Preventing Interjurisdictional Conflicts and Bulk
Water Exports

7. Developing World Class
Science

1

Facilitate the Development of a National Freshwater Strategy

2

Implement a Nested Watershed Approach

3

Formalize a Process for Sharing Best Practices

4

Create a National Water Fund and Audit Process

5

Assist Communities in Preparing for Droughts and Floods

6

Mainstream Climate Change into Water Policies

7

Work with Alberta to Implement Water Use Targets in the Oil Sands

8

Strengthen the Environmental Assessment Process

9

Legislate Enforceable Drinking Water Protection Across Canada

10

Provide Resources for Safe Drinking Water on First Nations Reserves

11

Create a Comprehensive Toolkit for Preventing Water Pollution

12

Fund Infrastructure Renewal and Link to Multi-Barrier Protection

13

Develop Effective Frameworks to Maintain Instream Flow Needs

14

Improve Enforcement of Laws Protecting Aquatic Ecosystems

15

Implement the National Action Plan on Aquatic Invasive Species

16

Recognize and Respect Aboriginal Water Rights

17

Implement a National Education Program for Water Conservation

18

Stimulate a Stronger Commitment to Reducing Water Demands in Urban Areas

19

Foster Efficiency Improvements in Other Major Water Use Sectors

20

Make Support for a Strong International Joint Commission a National Priority

21

Establish a Binding Dispute Resolution Process for Interprovincial Conflicts

22

Prevent Bulk Water Exports and Prohibit Inter-Basin Diversions

23

Create National Water Inventories and Ensure All Major Aquifers are Mapped

24

Commit to Long-Term Investments in Strengthening Scientific Capacity

25

Facilitate Scientifically-Informed Decision Making at the Local Level

www.gordonwatergroup.ca
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