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WATER & OCEANS POLICY BRIEFING: WATER EXPORTS

Water export: serious threat
or convenient distraction
There are few public policy objectives that
command greater consensus in Canada than
the principle that we should not permit the bulk
removal of water from its natural basins.

BY Ralph Pentland
AND Adèle Hurley
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ORONTO—The media love the
topic of bulk water export. It
has all the necessary ingredients
of a good story—potential conflict,
behind-the-scenes maneouvering,
and international intrigue. Federal
governments have twice introduced
legislation to prevent water export,
just ahead of the 1988 “free trade”
election, and again just ahead of
the recent 2011 election. In both
cases, the bills were allowed to die
a quiet and unnoticed death with
the subsequent election call.
Whether by accident or design,
the bulk water export issue also
turns out to be a convenient distraction, masking Canada’s relatively poor performance on other
water issues.
Why has bulk water export not
taken off despite half a century of
intense lobbying on its behalf, and
at least some cautious behind-thescenes big business and political
support? Basically it can be attributed to a happy coincidence of four
factors: Each new proposal has
always been greeted by hostility
from an overwhelming majority of
Canadians, which has limited the
political options; the larger scale proposals were never taken seriously
by water experts in either country,
because they were clearly impractical for a variety of socio-economic,
environmental, political and legal
reasons; there have always been a
number of misconceptions about
potential markets; and in the Canadian context, long-distance, largescale bulk water export schemes
would quite simply represent bad
water policy, because they ignore the
ecological integrity and economic
potential of the donor regions.
As a contribution to at least
temporarily removing this distraction from the water policy agenda,
the Canadian Water Issues Council
(CWIC) at the University of Toronto
prepared a Model Act for Preserving Canada’s Waters in 2008 (www.
powi.ca). The model act would protect Canada’s waters by prohibiting
removals of water from major natural drainage areas. There are few
public policy objectives that command greater consensus in Canada
than the principle that we should
not permit the bulk removal of
water from its natural basins. It is
principle that is agreed to by all major
political parties and by the great
majority of ordinary Canadians.

In May of 2010, the government
introduced legislation that would go
part way towards meeting the objectives of the model act, but which was
far too timid in its approach, and
would do little to prevent removals
from most Canadian river basins, or
to prevent most forms of bulk water
export. CWIC subsequently proposed “friendly amendments” that
would in fact make the bill effective.
In any event, the bill died on the
Order Paper with the recent election
call. It is the view of the council that
federal safety net legislation is still
required in this area to remove any
doubts about Canada’s intentions.
What are some of the pressing
water issues that may benefit from
the removal of this distraction? One
is climate change adaptation. Greenhouse gas emissions are now more
than 40 per cent above 1990 levels,
impacts in the Arctic are already
becoming obvious, glaciers are visibly receding, ice on North American
lakes and rivers is disappearing, and
extreme weather events are becoming more common. Climate change
has implications for both water
quantity and water quality in areas
of direct federal responsibility.
In some areas, water supplies will
decrease enough to affect existing
inter-jurisdictional water apportionment arrangements. In others, it
will bring about demands for heroic
engineering works to compensate for
lost water. In yet other areas, crossborder flooding will be exacerbated.
And in water short areas, a warmer
climate will generally increase water
demands and at times escalate frictions at a local level.
In lakes and reservoirs, higherwater temperatures are leading to
longer periods of summer stratification, and dissolved oxygen is being
reduced in lakes, rivers and reservoirs at higher temperatures. Low
oxygen stresses aquatic animals such
as coldwater fish and the insects and
crustaceans on which they feed.
Pollution from land use is
being amplified by increases in
precipitation intensity and longer
periods of low flow. And increased
pollution coupled with increased
temperature is resulting in blooms
of harmful algae and bacteria.
There are also potentially serious
threats to groundwater, the source of
drinking water for more than 10 million Canadians. Aside from threats
from the over 30,000 existing contaminated groundwater sites, there
are serious emerging threats related
to carbon capture and storage and
shale gas fracking. Large-scale
deployment of carbon capture and
storage could result in leaks over
time into the air or groundwater.
These leaks, which would pose
a threat to both human health and
ecosystems, could also pose a variety of largely unquantified risks to
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groundwater systems located above
carbon storage basins throughout
Western North America.
All around the world, shale
deposits are attracting the attention of governments and the
energy industry.
That is because technological
advances have made extracting the
natural gas locked in deep shale formations economically viable. But,
the risks are still poorly understood.
In certain formations, the shale is
characterized by vertical cracks.
Because shale gases typically
over-pressurized, and because the
fracking process further increases
the pressure, the process can open
pathways upward to freshwater.
There are three major concerns related to potential impact
on water quality—the specific
chemicals used in fracking operations, groundwater contamination
as a result of the fracking operations, and contamination from the
large volumes of wastewater produced in these operations.
Given the paucity of groundwater information in transboundary
regions, and a lack of standards in
Canada, the push to accelerate both
carbon capture and storage, and
shale gas fracking could pose very
real risks to shared groundwater
systems. Moving ahead with either
or both of these methodologies
without strong regulation, clearly
established liabilities, effective
oversight, sound science and transparent decision-making processes
would be highly risky. Regardless of
the risks, our shared energy thirst
will almost surely cause us to move
ahead with at least shale gas fracking on a very large scale without the
necessary safeguards in place.

Regarding water quality more
generally, the most alarming aspect
of the changing face of pollution is
a growing awareness that newer
forms of air and water pollution may
be significantly affecting human
health. Prior to the turn of the century, much of the attention focused
on bioaccumulative toxic substances
(PBTs) and persistent organic pollutants (POPS), which have the ability to move through food chains and
thereby threaten top predators in
the ecosystem, including fish-eating
birds and mammals.
Some of these PBTs and POPs
include industrial chemicals in the
PCB family, pesticides, dioxins and
furans, plasticizers, flame retardants,
bisphenol-A, and polyaromatic
hydrocarbons (PAHs). Many PBTs
and POPs are distributed through
atmospheric transport, and even
those that have been strictly controlled or banned in Canada continue to be detected in fish and wildlife.
The changing face of water pollution has taken another unexpected
and very troubling turn over the past
decade. The presence of pharmaceuticals and personal care products
(PPCPs) in the environment gained
international attention when a year
2000 report by the U.S. Geological
Survey provided a comprehensive
water quality assessment of 139
streams throughout 30 states across
the United States. In some streams,
especially those where the source of
water consisted primarily of treated
effluent, concentrations of PPCPs
were unusually high.
The detection of pharmaceuticals
and related products in water systems quite appropriately generates a
lot of concern, simply because many
of these products are specifically

designed to have a biological effect
on humans, animals, and plants.
Pharmaceuticals often contain
chemical compounds that can
affect the endocrine system by
altering, mimicking or impeding
the function of hormones. Over the
past decade, scientists and regulators have become increasingly
alarmed about the subtle effects
that exposures to even very low levels of PPCPs may have on aquatic
organisms, and as they move up the
food chain on human health.
Aside from the water export
distraction, another reason we have
been slow in dealing effectively
with emerging water issues is a
misconception that more effective
water and environmental management will harm our economy. In
fact, several credible economic
studies suggest that the long-term
benefits of bringing climate change
under control are potentially very
large. Benefit-cost studies also suggest that improved water monitoring and research would yield large
net benefits. And, there is relatively
strong evidence that the right kind
of environmental regulation can
improve the innovation, productivity and competitiveness of both
industries and entire jurisdictions.
According to public opinion polls,
most Canadians believe that water
is their most important resource,
and that they are very concerned
about its future quality and quantity,
including human health implications. Clearly there is a need to translate these conclusions and beliefs
into strengthened policies and programs, not only for environmental
reasons, but just as importantly for
economic and social reasons.
There is an urgent need for
more federal leadership on these
and other water issues: in order to
sustain an effective lead agency for
water resource management; and to
pursue legitimate federal responsibilities in areas such as transboundary waters, chemicals management,
federal lands and aboriginal rights.
Immediate priorities should
include at least strengthened legislation regarding bulk water removals,
the acceleration of groundwater
mapping and research on environment-health linkages, and strengthened intergovernmental arrangements in the Mackenzie River Basin.
One potential benefit of strengthened water management and environmental performance in Canada
is the export potential of environmental industries. The global environmental industry has annual sales
approaching $1,000-billion today, a
number that is expected to double by
2020. About half of those expenditures are in the water and wastewater sector. Canada has about 0.25 per
cent of the non-Canadian market. By
way of contrast, Germany has global
market shares of between six per
cent and 30 per cent depending on
which environmental sector is
considered. Unless Canada can
drastically and quickly improve its
domestic performance, it will be
extremely difficult to compete successfully in the lucrative and rapidly expanding global marketplace.
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