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TORONTO—I am talking about an issue 
that is at the very heart of the Canadi-

an economy and culture. Practically every 

industry—agriculture, electric power, 
industrial manufacturing, tourism—relies 
on it to sustain their business. It’s integral 
to spirituality, recreational activities and 
healthy communities. It’s at risk of over-
use and deteriorating quality. The federal 
government has spent over 20 years trying 
to articulate a plan to protect this impor-
tant resource but has had no success.

 Water.
 Canadians regard fresh water as 

the country’s most important natural 
resource—even over oil and gas and for-
estry, according to a recent Nanos-Policy 
Options public survey.

 Yet, our federal government has failed 
to implement a strategy to protect our 
water—despite numerous current and 
emerging challenges threatening both the 
supply and quality of this resource.

 The last federal water policy was 
tabled in Parliament two decades ago. 
It was never fully implemented and was 
essentially shelved in the mid-1990s. 
Since then, there have been well over a 
dozen attempts to articulate a new water 
strategy. The federal government has 
failed every time—revealing a troubling 
pattern of failure to protect Canada’s 
most important resource.

 Most recently, the current government 
made a commitment to develop a “new 
water strategy” in the Speech from the 
Throne two years ago. Earlier this year, 
the Auditor General’s Office noted that 
negligible progress has been made on 
implementing this strategy.

While the numerous attempts to 
develop a water strategy indicate that 
the federal government has acknowl-
edged the importance of water, it is 
unclear why none of these efforts have 
ever been converted into an actual strat-
egy. Perhaps it is lack of political will, 
or the difficulty of building consensus 
between federal departments, or the 
fear of stepping into provincial jurisdic-
tion. Whatever the reason, it is clear that 
Canadians are unwilling to wait another 
20 years for comprehensive action at the 
national level.

 The need for a federal water strategy is 
urgent.  We must act now to safeguard our 
water against climate change, increasing 
water demands and the pollution of riv-
ers and lakes. We need to start by making 
headway on critical problems such as the 
unacceptable number of communities that 
lack access to safe drinking water.

A federal strategy would signal that gov-
ernments consider water protection to be a 
national priority and would help ensure we 
have enough clean water to keep Canadians 
healthy, to grow food, to support economic 
prosperity and keep our rivers flowing.

Recent polls suggest that Canadians 
consider the adoption of a federal water 
strategy to be the top priority for address-
ing Canada’s fresh water challenges.  With 
overwhelming public support, it is surely 
time for the federal government to make 
a clear commitment and start deliver-
ing. Our nation’s most important natural 
resource depends on it.
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Feds fail to implement strategy to protect our water
Canadians regard fresh water as 
the country’s most important natural 
resource—even over oil and gas 
and forestry, according to a recent 
Nanos-Policy Options public survey.
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CHRONOLOGY - ATTEMPTS AT A FEDERAL WATER STRATEGY

Widespread recognition of the pressing need to advance fresh 
water security through a federal water strategy is emerging.  
In recent years, an increasing number of documents, strategies and 
blueprints calling for a federal (or national) water policy have 
been presented to the Federal Government by NGOs, academic 
groups, professional associations and think tanks across Canada. 
Despite the growing consensus that Canada requires a progressive 
and comprehensive strategy to deal with current and emerging 
threats to its water, the last federal water policy was tabled two 
decades ago. It was never fully implemented and was essentially 

shelved in the mid-1990s. Since then, government and 
other agencies have made more than a dozen 
attempts to articulate or inform a new federal 
water strategy. Figure 1 presents a chronology of these 
initiatives and reveals that while substantial bureaucratic resources 
have been expended to define and develop such a strategy, they have 
yet to be converted to actual policy or any real action on the ground. 

Why is this? Perhaps it is a lack of political will, or the difficulty 
of building consensus between federal departments–with up to 
20 federal departments touching on water–or the fear of stepping 
into provincial jurisdiction. Whatever the reason, it is clear that 
Canadians are unwilling to wait another 20 years for comprehensive 
federal action.

In a recent public opinion poll, fresh water  
was identified as Canada’s most important 
natural resource and a ‘national water strategy’ 
was identified as the top government priority 
for addressing Canada’s freshwater challenges. 
With overwhelming public support, it is surely time for the  
Federal Government to make a clear commitment and start 
delivering. This necessitates leadership and a process that involves  
all the key stakeholders including other levels of government,  
First Nations and civil society.

1985
Currents of 

Change –Final 
report of the  

Inquiry on Federal  
Water Policy†

1997
Federal Water Policy and 

Strategy 2000 – Draft 
discussion document which 

anticipated introduction 
of new legislation within 

eighteen months‡

2000
Report to the 

Governments’ 

Roundtable on Water 
– Report prepared to 
engage governmental 
and non-governmental 

experts in a 
dialogue on water 

management‡

2002
A Comprehensive 

Diagnostique on Water 

in Canada – Draft report 
prepared by numerous 
Environment Canada 
employees, but never 

finalized‡

1999
Fresh Water:  

A Federal Discussion 

Document – 
An update of the 
1998 document 

presented 
to provincial 

and territorial 
governments for 

comment‡

†  Prepared by outside agencies at the request  
of a government department

* Political activities and commitments
‡ Prepared by internal government departments

2006
Freshwater for the Future: Policies 

for Sustainable Water Management 

in Canada Conference – Conference 
hosted and proceedings developed 
by the Policy Research Initiative – 
attempt to publish comprehensive 
policy paper based on conference 

was aborted‡

2009
Strengthening Integrated 

Water Resources Management 

in Canada: A Discussion 

Paper – Prepared by the Policy 
Research Initiative; outlines 
policy considerations for a 
federal water management 

strategy.‡

2008
Speech from the Throne – 
Commitment to legislation 
to prohibit bulk removals of 
water from Canada’s major 

river basins.*

1995
Broadening Perspectives on 

Water Issues – Commissioned 
by Environment Canada and 

prepared on behalf of the 
Canadian Global Change 

Program and the Canadian Water 
Resources Association supported 
by workshops involving several 

hundred participants†

1987
Federal Water Policy – 
Tabled in Parliament*

1995
A Federal Freshwater 

Strategy – Draft 
discussion paper setting 

out the next steps in 
developing  
a strategy‡

1998
Toward a Federal 

Freshwater Strategy – 

Draft document essentially 
updating the 1987 policy‡

2000
Fresh Water: A Federal 

Discussion Document 
– Similar to the 1987 

policy; prepared to seek 
public input, but never 

released‡

2004
Federal Water Framework – Draft 

vision and catalogue of federal 
programs prepared for a Committee 

of Deputy Ministers‡

2007
Protecting Canada’s 

Water Resources: 

Diagnostique – 
Document prepared for 
a committee of Deputy 

Ministers‡

2007
Speech from 

the Throne – 
Commitment 

to a new water 
strategy*

2009
The Sustainable Management 

of Groundwater in Canada – 
Prepared by the Expert Panel on 

Groundwater (Council of Canadian 
Academies) at the request of 
Natural Resources Canada† 

2006
Federal Interests in Water: Setting 

EC’s Priorities – Draft report likely 
prepared in response to criticism from 

the Commissioner on Environment 
and Sustainable Development‡

Source: Forum for Leadership on Water
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