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Introduction: 
 
A year ago, in February of 2013, the NDP PEI held the first in a series of public policy forums. The 
topic it chose to launch this series of public events was the management of PEI watersheds. The 
event was very well attended, and we heard, not only from our guest presenter, Professor Daryl 
Guignon, but also from many of the forum participants, that Islanders care about their water, and 
see very clearly the importance of putting into place good policy and practice in order that our water 
is protected now, and for the benefit of future generations. 
 
People expressed fear about what is happening to water and watersheds # they pointed to fish kills, 
anoxic events and streams drying up # and they were frustrated by the lack of government action, 
despite decades of commissions, reports and recommendations.  They called for water in particular 
and the environment in general to be considered priorities when government policies and decisions 
are made. 
 
More recently, these same concerns were echoed by a packed gathering of over 200 people who 
attended a panel discussion on the deep well moratorium issue at the Rodd Charlottetown Hotel. 
There was universal indignation expressed that the province should be even contemplating placing 
our groundwater supply at risk for the sake of the industry-driven potato sector. 
 
PEI is a province completely dependent on groundwater; we need to conserve what we have, use it 
wisely, and ensure that it is available in good supply for the use of all Islanders. 
 
Our presentation today will focus on these key issues or themes: 
 

a) Water as a common good and a fundamental human right 
 

b) The impact of our dependence on an industrial style of agriculture 
 

c) The importance of a provincial water policy, developed in collaboration with community    
 

d) Government decision-making, science and the knowledge of the people 
 
 
a) Water as a common good and a fundamental human right 
 
Any decisions that are taken by governments at any level must be based on the reality that water is 
a common good # it does not belong to any individual or sector, and it is not a commodity to be 
bought or sold. Because it is a common good, we trust governments to carry out their 
responsibilities and implement policy and practices that protect water and ensure that its quality is 
preserved and that it is available in adequate supply. 
 
According to the United Nations1, access to drinking water is a fundamental human right; again, 
governments are obliged to provide services and ensure that water is protected. Because it is a 
human right, water must be shared equally, and not monopolized by any one sector. 
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1http://www.un.org/apps/news/story.asp?NewsID=35456#.Uxi92oVfFUo!
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This is especially pertinent in this case, because the request to remove the moratorium on high-
capacity wells seems to have come from one sector # the potato industry # specifically, from the 
PEI Potato Board and Cavendish Farms. It is important to point out that these organizations do not 
speak for all Island farmers, and that in fact, some of the strongest voices opposing the lifting of the 
moratorium are those of farmers.  
 
We would argue that by sanctioning the removal of the moratorium on irrigation using high-capacity 
wells, the government would be placing corporate interests ahead of public interest, and public 
health and safety. We urge government to listen to the people, many of whom have spoken and are 
speaking so eloquently on this subject. 
 
b) The impact of an industrial style of agriculture on water 
 
The NDP PEI recognizes the important role that agriculture plays in the Island economy.  At the 
same time, we see that farming, as well as tourism and the fishery # other key components of our 
economy # rely upon adequate, predictable quantities of good-quality water. 
 
Islanders have come to expect that every year there will be multiple fish kills and anoxic events and 
that after a heavy rainfall, the rivers will run red. These are unnatural, preventable events. And they 
are shocking to see, and always cause a strong reaction in the public. The frequency of their 
occurrence is a function of how dependent the province has become on industrial agriculture. (It is 
also a function of weak policy and inadequate regulation and monitoring.) 
 
The NDP PEI recognizes that many Island farmers are, in fact excellent stewards of the land and 
water. They are using best practices for soil conservation and protection of the water. We 
appreciate their efforts and feel we have much to learn from them.  
 
Due in large part to the industry-driven nature of much of our farming, there are only half as many 
farms on PEI now as there were in 1986; however, the total acreage under cultivation is only 12% 
diminished2. This trend toward bigger but fewer farms needs to be reversed. As a province we 
should be moving away from the industrial model of monoculture to a more diversified, mixed 
farming model. We should be encouraging sustainable practices to ensure that our soil maintains a 
respectable organic content, and that pesticide and fertilizer use is at an absolute minimum. The 
soil should be viewed as an integral part of our ecosystems, to be nourished and protected for 
future generations. The notion that it is simply a vehicle for growing more and bigger potatoes, to 
be manipulated by whatever mechanisms will achieve such an end, must be abandoned.  
Generally, the soil in PEI has a low organic content and hence, low water retention capacity. The 
type of mixed, diversified, primarily organic farming that we are advocating would lead to soil of 
higher organic content, higher water retention capacity, hence less need to access deeply-sited 
sources of groundwater. There is evidence from studies carried out in the US that deeply-situated 
groundwater can and does become contaminated with pesticides and herbicides when it is 
accessed3Given the province's unenviable record with respect to pesticide runoffs into surface 
waters, high nitrate levels in surface water, along with nitrate contamination of groundwater in 
private wells, it would seem foolhardy to place our precious deep water supply at risk for the sake 
of growing bigger and more potatoes.  
 
The NDP PEI calls upon the government to institute policies to encourage farmers to move toward 
a sustainable, mixed agriculture model. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
2http://www.gov.pe.ca/photos/original/AF_Stats07_Tab1.pdf!
3!JJ.!Roberts!et!al.!2012.!Pediatrics.!130:!1765S87.!
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c) The importance of a provincial water policy, developed in collaboration with community 
 
The NDP PEI is of the firm belief that before any consideration is given to a request for the lifting of 
the moratorium on high-capacity wells, the PEI government should undertake a process that results 
in a comprehensive water policy for the province. 
 
Such a policy should be based on a set of values including water as a human right and a common 
good, and it must be developed using a process of comprehensive and meaningful public 
consultation. 
 
Excellent policies can be rendered completely ineffective if they are not backed up by strong 
regulations ���������������������������������������� ����������%�������������"����� �������
comes to implementing good environmental policy recommendations.  The NDP PEI suggests that 
government set up a Water Policy Task Force comprised of knowledgeable and impartial experts to 
review all of the recommendations from various round-tables and commissions that have been 
collected over the years, engage the public in meaningful consultations, and make 
recommendations to government on the components of a provincial water policy that would enable 
sustainability of our agro-sector, the environment at large, and our access to ample, safe drinking 
water. Since Water and Land Use are inextricably intertwined, the most recent (2009) Land Use 
policy document4, which contains an excellent synthesis of previous reports, would provide a good 
basis for the Water Policy Task Force.  
 
A comprehensive water policy for the province would include: 

� strategies to ensure that PEI has adequate quantities of clean water  into the future 
� mechanisms for monitoring water use, quantity and quality 
� roles and responsibilities and mechanisms for accountability  
� a clear set of values, including the right to water, stewardship, accountability, and 

community engagement  
 
d) Government decision-making, science and the knowledge of the people 
 
There is no such thing as THE Science. None other than Albert Einstein once said: "No amount 
����!������������������������������������������������!��������������������� �����$�	����������
of modern physics, against which all other scientists suffer by comparison, grasped a fundamental 
reality about science. There is no such thing as THE science, the alpha and the omega, as some of 
our politicians are contending.  
 
Science is always subject to rigorous scrutiny, intense debate, and healthy criticism. Even carefully 
executed research can be found wanting when it has been further explored. That's why scientific 
data are often published in journals that employ a rigorous peer-review system, and why scientific 
conferences and workshops are held. It is only after scientific discoveries have been scrutinized 
and, if need be, amended or rejected by one's peers that anything approaching the truth can gain 
acceptance. 
 
The data assembled by the group of scientists employed by the provincial Department of the 
Environment has not been subjected to the rigorous and impartial review process that is inherent in 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
4http://www.gov.pe.ca/photos/original/ReportEng.pdf!
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scientific methodology.  If it were to be debated and critiqued by the scientific community at large, 
with ample opportunity for public input, we might ask:  
 

� Why has only historical data on rainfall, water table levels, and recharge rates been used in 
projecting future trends?  

� Why have the effects of global climate change not been considered?  
� What effects will groundwater wells in one area of the province have on adjacent wells or on 

underground flow? 
� Why haven't the effects of lifting the moratorium been considered with respect to pollution of 

the deep groundwater?  
 
The province must make sure that the scientific evidence that it considers in making a decision 
about the moratorium has been presented to the public and subjected to peer review, and that the 
public interest is at all costs protected. 
 
The precautionary principle suggests that when there is a threat of serious or irreversible harm to 
the environment, lack of scientific certainty should not be used as a reason for postponing 
measures to prevent environmental degradation, especially where human health may be placed at 
risk. It suggests that actions (such as lifting the moratorium) must anticipate and prevent any 
associated environmental degradation and endangerment to human health.   
 
In the case of the decision whether or not to lift the moratorium on high-capacity wells, it would 
seem that there is enough uncertainty to suggest that the precautionary principle should prevail and 
that the prudent course would be to err on the side of caution. 
 
Community consultation must be central to decision-making on high-capacity wells. As 
 �%������� �������� �������������������������������������������������"��������������������������
an interest in maintaining an adequate supply of good-quality water, we all should have a say in 
any decision that could have a profound effect on our water supply. 
 
But, if we are to be called upon once again to participate in the process, we must have some 
assurance that information will be used to improve and develop policies and regulations aimed at 
protecting our water supply for future generations.  
 
Over the past few decades, the Province of Prince Edward Island has created numerous 
roundtables and committees and commissions to look into forestry management, nitrate levels, 
watershed management, land use # the list goes on and on. Many of these were highly effective 
efforts in engaging the public, and finding out what was important to Islanders about each of the 
issues. Furthermore, in most cases, the relevant reports contained practical recommendations 
aimed at making sure our natural resources are used wisely now and into the future. Sadly, most of 
������������������������������������������
�����%���������������������������������������"�
consultation. We know how to do it. What we do need, though, is government to make a 
commitment to follow through on recommendations once they are made.  
 
In summary, the position of the NDP PEI is that the request by the corporate potato sector to lift the 
moratorium on deep water wells for irrigation purposes does not take into consideration the fact that 
access to a plentiful supply of safe drinking water is a basic human right, represents a direction in 
agriculture that we should be moving away from, and is not based on scientific evidence that has 
been properly adjudicated by either the scientific community or the public at large. 
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The NDP PEI recommends that: 
 

� Before any consideration at all is given to the request by corporate agriculture to lift the 
deep-water well moratorium, a comprehensive provincial water policy be developed as a 
way to safeguard the public interest. Such a policy should be established using a process 
that involves a knowledgeable Task Force and full public consultation. Given the urgency of 
having such a water policy in place, this should be tackled by government in the next 
session, at which the Task Force should be struck and provided with a 6-month deadline to 
file its report. 

 
� A further prerequisite to considering the request to lifting this moratorium should be a 

broadly based peer review process of the scientific justification for doing so. Scientists who 
are experts in groundwater research should be given the opportunity to debate and critique 
the merits of the proposal, using the precautionary principle as an overriding guideline. It is 
imperative that this process be open to the public. If, and only if, government wishes to 
pursue the request by the Potato Board & Cavendish Farms to lift the moratorium on deep 
water irrigation (i.e. beyond a simple: "No"), the process of exposing the data obtained by 
provincial employees to peer review and public consultation should be initiated by 
government during the next session, in parallel with the Water Task Force proceedings. 

 
� The provincial government needs to develop a strategy to encourage farmers to move away 

from an industrialized model built around a monoculture of potatoes toward a diversified, 
organic, and sustainable model that is less dependent on irrigation and environmentally - 
harmful soil amendments. This is a long-term policy change that should have been done 
decades ago. It will require careful deliberation by government in consultation with 
appropriate experts, stakeholders, and the general public. Serious discussions should begin 
within government immediately. 

 


