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Politicians take no heat
H 

undreds of scientists 
from around the world 

cautioned us, once again. We are 
failing to adequately address one 
of the greatest challenges facing 
mankind: climate change. We 
are sleepwalking toward a hostile 
environment.

Our health, food, water and 
economy are at risk. Global secu-
rity is threatened.

The latest report from thee 
UN Intergovernmental Panel 
on Climate Change calls for 
a major shift away from fossil 
fuels to renewable energy. The 
world is already experiencing 
widespread and consequential 
impacts from the equator to the 
poles. The report said Canada will 
experience more warming than 
the global average and weather 
events will be more severe and 
more frequent.

Last month the U.S. National 
Climate Assessment said climate 
change is not a distant threat. It’s 
a present day occurrence that is 
taking lives and damaging prop-
erty on an ever larger scale.

These warnings evaporate 
after a day or two in the national 
news cycle. There’s no reaction 
from federal or provincial leaders. 
Environment ministers, lacking 
credible reasons for missing their 
modest emission targets, main-
tain a disturbing silence. The rest 
of us go back to worrying about 
the things that occupy our daily 
lives. It’s as if climate change is 
too future-hypothetical to warrant 
our attention or stir us or our gov-
ernments to action.

But the reality is that climate 
change is already upon us. It 
is impacting our daily lives. It’s 
costing us and our governments 
billions annually. Ice and wind 
storms, heat waves, heavy rains, 
and droughts are becoming more 
common in Canada. They’re 

causing widespread human 
suffering and record levels of 
destruction.

Last June’s flood in southern 
Alberta was the costliest natural 
disaster in Canadian history at $6 
billion in losses. Damage caused 
by Toronto’s summer flood is 
expected to exceed $900 million. 
The winter ice storm that plunged 
parts of Southern Ontario into 
darkness for days will cost Greater 
Toronto Area municipalities $275 
million to clean-up.

Over the last few years, summer 
storms and rainfall alone have 
resulted in a 600% increase in 
the federal government’s disaster 
relief liability. It currently totals 
more than $4 billion in taxpayer 
liability and is growing rapidly.

Our warming atmosphere and 
the ecological disruptions that 
come with it are already impact-
ing our lives in multiple ways:
n Roads, sewers and bridges are 
straining under the rigours of a 
tougher climate. Adapting aging 
urban and rural infrastructure to 
withstand our current climate, 
and the worse weather ahead, will 
cost taxpayers billions.
n Class action lawsuits have 
sprung up against municipalities 
alleging negligence in the man-
agement of climate risk.
n Global warming is a key factor 
in the gradual lowering of the 
Great Lakes, the source of drink-
ing water for more than 50 million 
people. Lower lake levels are also 
affecting shipping, tourism and 
power generation.
n More extreme weather is a 

financial and operating challenge 
for electrical generation and 
distribution systems. Repeated 
energy failures are costly and cha-
otic for business and the public.
n Climate change means farm-
ers have to cope with new pests, 
droughts and longer seasons.
n Northern communities must 
adapt to a disruptive, warmer way 
of life.
n Warm-weather diseases such 
Lyme, West Nile and malaria are 
becoming more common here, 

and burden an already strained 
health-care system.
n Protecting our economy, envi-
ronment, health and safety means 
a wide range of government pro-
grams have to be climate-proofed. 
Adapting government services to 
cope with the effects of climate 
change is complex and expensive.

Given these mounting here-
and-now financial, economic and 
social impacts, one would expect 
a concerted effort from our gov-
ernments to address the causes 

of climate change. Or, at the very 
least, to make adaptation a major 
commitment.

Canadians have one of the 
highest greenhouse gas emis-
sions per capita in the world. 
Environment Canada says it’s 
committed to cutting 2005 emis-
sion levels by 17% by 2020. But 
even this modest goal isn’t being 
met. The responsibility for climate 
adaptation has been largely 
relegated to the provinces with 
negligible funding.

Richard Kinchlea, chairperson 
of the Emergency Management 
and Public Safety Institute at 
Centennial College, says the 
federal government is at the core 
of the problem. “Ottawa does not 
support climate change initiatives 
the way it should. Adaptation and 
mitigation efforts are not being 
supported the way the global 
community is asking . . . Ottawa is 
going in the opposite direction.”

The federal Ministry of Public 
Safety says it is shifting from its 
traditional responsive approach 
to a more proactive role. It has 
committed $200 million in 2014 
for the development of a national 
disaster mitigation program. But 
only a portion will go to climate 
change adaptation.

So why this indifference? The 
Canadian electorate has yet to 
make our increasingly hostile 
environment a political priority. 
Jobs, health care, education, com-
munity safety and balanced bud-
gets score higher in opinion polls. 
Cash-strapped governments 
respond accordingly.

Meanwhile, the scientists on 
the Intergovernmental Panel on 
Climate Change say the evidence 
of climate change is “unequivo-
cal”. They say it’s “extremely 
likely.” They’re 95% sure that most 
global warming is man-made.

One environmentalist asked, 
“If you were 95% certain that your 
house was at risk of catching fire, 
and there was something you 
could do to prevent it, would you 
do it?”

Of course you would.
But when it comes to climate 

change, we seem prepared to 
ignore these odds, and the grow-
ing impact it’s having on our lives.
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