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June 16, 2004
 

Top government and university scientists will warn today of the looming collapse of the national "research backbone" essential to reducing smog and taming climate change — the two hot environmental issues in the current election campaign.

In an unprecedented public appeal, the country's leading atmospheric science experts call for rescuing the research program of the Meteorological Service of Canada (MSC), an agency in the federal environment department.

This continuing government research, costing $38 million a year and involving 300 employees, provides the backbone for national environment policies, international pollution treaties and university work in atmospheric science, the experts say in an "open letter" being released at a news conference today in Toronto.

The agency's research provides the scientific basis for action on climate change, air pollution and ozone depletion as well as new techniques to improve weather forecasting.

But federal cuts have relentlessly chipped away at the backbone, with meteorological service research funding dropping 21 per cent over the last decade in inflation-adjusted dollars.

A spokesperson for the group, University of Toronto geography professor Miriam Diamond, said individual Canadians will pay a price for the research decline.

"Air pollution and ozone depletion affect our children's health," said Diamond, who studies airborne contamination.

"We're buying puffers and slathering on sunscreen. But without this kind of research there isn't the scientific case to get appropriate regulations and policy."

The detailed 34-page report warns that the research cuts reduce the ability of the meteorological service to provide earlier warnings of tornadoes, blizzards and other severe weather.

The accuracy of regular weather forecasts would also suffer because Canada's computer models would not be leading-edge.

The grave concern about the future of atmospheric and climate science is underlined by the presence of 10 current researchers (plus one recent retiree) from the meteorological service among the 21 experts who signed the appeal. This is a public outcry without precedent by federal scientists against their employer's funding policies.

"You have to understand the whole chemical soup in the atmosphere before you can identify the right way to clean it up," said MSC ozone researcher Tom McElroy, an instigator of the public appeal. "We're losing the capacity to come up with that understanding."

The experts, also including 10 university professors, say the federal government is misguided in thinking research at universities can fill the gap left by the cuts in funding the meteorological service's own scientists.

Diamond said university researchers are driven to investigate the scientific "flavour of the month" because of the constant pressure to publish new findings and chase funds.

The appeal also warns that even more drastic cuts are looming at the meteorological service, which has been hit harder than any other arm of the federal environment department.
Ozone-monitoring stations in Halifax and Montreal are on a potential closure list, which would leave large holes in the data used to develop the UV warning index.

Major cuts are also under consideration for Canada's climate monitoring network.
