
con·ser·va·tion  (knsûr-vshn)

n.
1. the act or an instanc

e of conserving or     

 keeping from change, lo
ss, injury, etc.

2. protection, preservati
on, and careful 

   management of the e
nvironment

The protection, preservation, management, or restoration of natural environments and the         ecological communities that inhabit them. Conservation is generally held to include the     management of human use of natural resources for current public benefit and sustainable social and economic utiliz
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“A thing is right when it tends to preserve the 
integrity, stability and beauty of the biotic 
community. It is wrong when it tends otherwise.” 

- Aldo Leopold, A Sand County Almanac (1949)
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Commissioner’s Message

Not that many years ago, when I was a boy, the term “conservation” was used to denote behaviour 
that later became known as environmental activity (although it is worthy of note that many of 
the conservationists of the 20th century would object to be called environmentalists). Thus, we 
formed conservation authorities to look after our watersheds and taught wildlife conservation in 
our universities. We practiced energy and water conservation for practical reasons because there 
was not enough, or we did it because it seemed to be the right thing to do. Conservation had an 
opposite concept called “waste,” as in “why would you waste that?” Failing to use something wisely 
or using an excess of something for no good reason was wasteful. This was seen as a morally bad 
thing that was widely frowned upon. There was also an aspect of the conservation ethic that obliged 
you to take only what you need and leave some for someone else. That someone else might be other 
living persons, future generations or even Mother Nature.

Undoubtedly these concepts of conservation and waste were 
deeply rooted in our rural past, but I suspect that the acute 
shortages of the Great Depression and World War II honed 
them into the psyche of my parent’s generation. My father, who 
experienced deprivation as a prisoner of war, for years after would 
stoop and pick up items from the sidewalk, even a piece of string 
a few centimetres long, and unconsciously put them in his pocket. 
The need to conserve was that deeply ingrained. 

I’d like to think that those values and ideas were embedded in 
my generation too but somehow, sometime they slipped away. 
Growth became our mantra. The term waste became redefined 
not as something bad but simply as something we want to get rid 
of. Excess consumption almost became synonymous with success. 
Gross Domestic Product had to expand exponentially and with it, 

our extraction of the Earth’s energy and material resources. Of course, this way of living really was 
too good to be true, and the early signs of that folly began to emerge in the 1970s as environmental 
degradation, Third World poverty and the energy crisis came to global attention. Our solution, with an 
appropriate bow to the god of growth, was sustainable development (characterized in Our Common 
Future, 1987). Sustainable development said we could continue to grow but we must do it in a 
sustainable way that would not degrade the environment in the long-term or compromise the ability 
of future generations to meet their needs. It required that those who were more affluent adopt life-
styles within the planet’s ecological means, and that population size and growth be kept in harmony 
with the changing production potential of the ecosystem. It was a laudable goal and I think, in 1987, 
it was still achievable.

We didn’t do it though. Despite all the efforts of thousands if not millions of people over the last 23 
years who have pursued sustainability with great sincerity, we did not change western society from its 
destructive course. 



Environmental Commissioner of Ontario  Annual Report 2009/2010 5

And now our world is different. The climate has been permanently altered and is on an escalating 
vector of change, not because of what we are going to put into the atmosphere in the future but 
as a consequence of what we have already done. Based on studies of the planet’s climate history 
it has been determined that the concentration of CO2 in the atmosphere that will keep our climate 
reasonable for our civilization in the long term is about 350 parts per million (ppm). The present 
concentration is 390 ppm, and rising by 2 ppm annually. Heat in the tropics is lowering agricultural 
yield as the population rises. Dissolving CO2 has acidified the oceans to a degree that coral polyps 
and molluscs soon may not be able to form their shells. Sea level is rising at an accelerating pace. 
Extreme weather events occur with such frequency that we now talk about disaster relief fatigue.

And that’s not all that is changing. Our insatiable extraction of the seas has led to declining 
worldwide fish stocks. Through a wide variety of landscape conversions for human use and the 
general destruction of habitat, species are becoming extinct globally at a rate unseen since the 
destruction of the dinosaurs in the wake of a gigantic meteorite impact.

And how have we managed water supplies for future generations? Millions of people in arid western 
North America rely on water from glaciers that are melting so fast they will be gone in a few decades. 
The entire volume of the Colorado River is consumed before it reaches the sea. The Ogallala Aquifer, 
which supports agriculture throughout a huge area of the Great Plains, has been drawn down over 
45 metres in some areas and is heading to depletion. Similar stories repeat around the globe.

The world definitely is a different place. It is clear that we have already degraded the environment 
in the long-term and we have significantly compromised the ability of future generations to meet 
their needs. The lofty goal of sustainable development is, regrettably, off the table. What is actually 
“sustainable” is not what we are doing, but something less. Something that involves making do with 
less and using what we have more wisely. This is not a choice for us; this is the reality being imposed 
on us by the world we have created.

Perhaps it is time to reconsider those old values we called conservation. But even the conservation 
ideas of the previous century are not enough. We need more than that. We need a concept of 
conservation that is based in our new understanding of ecological processes and the appropriate 
use of resources. Our conservation ethic must consider the cumulative impacts of our activities, 
incorporate a precautionary approach to decision making and include intergenerational equity 
in our considerations. To be successfully applied, conservation ideals must be integrated into our 
economic system. 

The new reality requires a fundamental change in the way we live and function. It requires a move 
to a redefined conservation ethic. Something that is suited to the challenges of this changing world. 
And that ethic has to be deeply ingrained into our collective psyche. So much so that one day we 
may find ourselves unconsciously picking up little bits of string from the sidewalk.
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Part One - The Environmental Bill of Rights

The Environmental Bill of Rights, 1993 (EBR) gives the people of Ontario the right to participate in 
decisions that affect the environment made by ministries prescribed under the Act. The EBR helps 
to make ministries accountable for their environmental decisions, and ensures that these decisions 
are made in accordance with the goal all Ontarians hold in common — to protect, conserve, and 
restore the natural environment for present and future generations. The provincial government has 
the primary responsibility for achieving this goal, but the EBR provides the people of Ontario with the 
means to ensure it is achieved in a timely, effective, open and fair manner.

The EBR gives Ontarians the right to:

•	 comment on environmentally significant ministry proposals;
•	 ask a ministry to review a policy, act, regulation or instrument;
•	 ask a ministry to investigate alleged harm to the environment;
•	 appeal certain ministry decisions; and,
•	 take court action to prevent environmental harm.

Statements of Environmental Values

Each of the ministries subject to the EBR has prepared a Statement of Environmental Values (SEV). 
The SEV guides the minister and ministry staff when they make decisions that might affect the 
environment. Each SEV should explain how the ministry will consider the environment when it makes 
an environmentally significant decision, and how environmental values will be integrated with social, 
economic and scientific considerations. Each minister makes commitments in the ministry’s SEV that 
are specific to the work of that particular ministry.

The Environmental Commissioner and the ECO Annual Report

The Environmental Commissioner of Ontario (ECO) is an independent officer of the Legislative 
Assembly and is appointed for a five-year term. The Commissioner reports annually to the Legislative 
Assembly – not to the governing party or to provincial ministries.

In the Annual Report to the Ontario Legislature, the Environmental Commissioner reviews and reports 
on the government’s compliance with the EBR. The ECO and staff carefully review how ministers 
exercised discretion and carried out their responsibilities during the year in relation to the EBR, and 
whether ministry staff complied with the procedural and technical requirements of the law. The 
actions and decisions of provincial ministers are monitored to see whether they are consistent with 
the ministries’ SEVs.

A glossary of key terms used in the Annual Report is available on the ECO website at www.eco.
on.ca. Finally, a Supplement to the report provides further detail on the EBR-activity during the 
reporting period.
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The Environmental Registry

The Environmental Registry is the primary mechanism for the public participation provisions of the 
Environmental Bill of Rights, 1993. The Registry is an internet site where ministries are required to post 
notices of environmentally significant proposals. The public has the right to comment on the proposals 
before decisions are made, and ministries must consider these comments when they make their final 
decisions and explain how the comments affected their decisions. For complete information on the 
Environmental Registry and the ECO’s evaluation of its use by the prescribed ministries, see Part 9 of 
this Annual Report.

The Environmental Registry can be accessed at: www.ebr.gov.on.ca

Ministries Prescribed Under the EBR

Agriculture, Food and Rural Affairs (OMAFRA)
Consumer Services (MCS)
Economic Development and Trade (MEDT)
Energy and Infrastructure (MEI)*
Environment (MOE)
Government Services (MGS)
Health and Long-Term Care (MOHLTC)
Labour (MOL)
Municipal Affairs and Housing (MMAH)
Natural Resources (MNR)
Northern Development, Mines and Forestry (MNDMF)
Tourism and Culture (MTC)**
Transportation (MTO)
* In August 2010, MEI was separated into the Ministry of Energy and the Ministry of Infrastructure.

** The Ministries of Tourism and Culture were merged in January 2010.

1.1	 The ECO Recognition Award: Green Power for 
MTO’s Summer Beaver Airport
Each year, the Environmental Commissioner of Ontario invites ministries to submit programs and 
projects for special recognition. The ECO’s Recognition Award acknowledges those ministries 
that best meet the goals of the Environmental Bill of Rights, 1993 (EBR) or use the best internal EBR 
practices. This past year, four ministries responded to our call for nominations, submitting a total of 15 
projects for consideration. An arm’s-length panel reviewed the submissions.

This year’s ECO Recognition Award is being presented to staff of the Ministry of Transportation (MTO) 
for their project to make the Summer Beaver Airport the first airport in Canada to be almost entirely 
powered by renewable energy. The ministry operates 29 remote airports in Ontario’s far north in First 
Nation communities that do not have all-weather road connections to the rest of Ontario. These 
airports are a crucial link in the transportation of people, materials, equipment and supplies. Using 



Environmental Commissioner of Ontario  Annual Report 2009/2010 9

 Part One - The Environmental Bill of Rights

solar and wind power, MTO staff greatly reduced the need for 
diesel power at the Summer Beaver Airport, substantially reducing 
fuel use and greenhouse gas emissions. The success of this project 
has led MTO to consider using renewable energy sources at other 
airports it operates.

The ECO is also giving honourable mention this year to MTO staff 
for their project aimed at the recycling of road-building materials 
and reuse of waste materials. MTO staff have developed new 
test methods to better predict the performance of road building 
materials to allow the use of more recycled and recovered 
waste material without jeopardizing pavement quality. Between 
2005 and 2008, these pilot programs resulted in the utilization of 
8.3 million tonnes of road building aggregate that came from 
recycled road building or recovered waste materials, such as 
rubber tires and roofing shingles.

1.2	 Education and Outreach

The Environmental Commissioner of Ontario is reaching out to members of the Ontario public in a 
variety of ways. Our website at www.eco.on.ca continues to be the main source of information about 
the Environmental Bill of Rights, 1993 and the activities of the ECO, but now the public can stay in 
touch through our ECO blog, Facebook page and Twitter feed as well. 

Every year the Public Information and Outreach Officer at the ECO receives well over a thousand 
queries on a variety of environmental concerns, and answers questions from members of the public 
who are interested in exercising their rights under the EBR. In fact, this year close to 1,200 enquiries 
were handled. As the mandate of the ECO now includes reporting on the province’s progress in 
reducing greenhouse gas emissions, as well as energy conservation activities within Ontario, the 
number of individuals with enquiries continues to rise.

The ECO also manages an active outreach program, staffing exhibits at conferences, symposia and 
other events, and sharing information about the EBR with new and targeted audiences. Furthermore, 
the Outreach Officer at the ECO is now available to make presentations on public rights under the 
EBR to groups or classes who wish to learn more. Staff at the ECO continue to make presentations to 
university students, environmental groups and even senior level high-school groups on request. For 
more information, contact us at commissioner@eco.on.ca.
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