
Canada On The First Day
Justin Trudeau's speech was disappointing for me. I had so
hoped he would exceed expectations. I had so hoped he would
remove the target for emission
reductions put in place by the
previous government, announce a
more aggressive goal and push
other leaders to increase their own
targets. I had hoped he would
gamble some of his political capital
from the election win on making a
promise no-one expected. The
major environmental groups in
Canada were not pushing him to
do this. They accepted the accepted
wisdom that he would not. Still, I
had hopes.
Still, his speech was solid. He

started by clearly stating his
understanding of climate science
and that the threat was incontrovertible. He confirmed that
climate change would be a major priority for his government.
He spoke of the critical need to work with First Nations and to
learn from them. He confirmed Canada would negotiate for a
strong treaty.
I was seated between Minister for Environment and Climate

Change Catherine McKenna and AFN National Chief Perry
Bellegarde in a small cluster of Canadians allowed in the main
hall. The French organizers had allocated very few tickets to each
government for the opening speeches. McKenna’s team had
borrowed tickets from other delegations to allow for the
opposition party leaders to be in the room. So just for about 20
minutes, waiting for the new PM to speak and to listen to his
speech, NDP leader Thomas Mulcair, Conservative
representative Ed Fast and I were in a row of chairs with
Stephane Dion and Catherine McKenna, and seated just ahead
of us at the table, the premiers of Quebec, Ontario, BC, and
Alberta. As we waited, someone decided we should get a photo,
and out of nowhere, Justin Trudeau bolted into our midst—
saying something like ‘I don’t want to miss this shot!’

As he neared the end of his address, he said ‘Canada is back,
my good friends. We’re here to help...’  the rest of his closing
lines were lost in the spontaneous applause of delegations all
around us. As he was escorted out of the hall through a back

door, we did not linger; those
tickets needed to be returned.
As I made my way out of the
hall, negotiators from other
countries—one from Costa
Rica, someone from Africa,
jumped out to rush to the
aisle to hug me and say, ‘Oh
we are so glad,’ ‘So happy,’ to
have your new government.
One of them wept. I
confess—silly me—I had
tears spring to my eyes... and
they are back as I write this.  
We are not all the way

home. This is not a green
government.  But I am so

very, very glad (with a nod to Bill Henderson) that we have taken
back our country. We are Canada again.

First Blog From COP21
At the end of the first day of the 21st Conference of the Parties I
feel like we must be at day 4, or 5. Why the sense of exhaustion?
Over 150 world leaders speaking one after the other. The
Conference of the Parties has always had its own rhythm.
Predictable flows of negotiation over decades in such meetings
(whether in climate COPs or biodiversity COPs etc) have started
with the lower level diplomats and negotiators beavering away
on a draft text for the first week, with the pressure of knowing
the ministers or (on rare occasions) heads of government will
arrive in the second week and expect to see the product of good
and effective work.  
Things start slow and pressure builds. The glitches and

logistical hiccups of the first day are easily remedied when the
negotiations are in their early stage.  
This negotiation has reversed that order. And by nightfall at

the end of a barrage of speeches from leaders of over 150
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countries, everyone felt frazzled. Okay, admittedly I do not know
how everyone felt… but friends inside the UN system, friends
from NGOs and staff of various ministers from many countries
appeared good and frazzled.  
The activity of the main conference was not limited to the

leaders’ speeches. I was invited to a lunch presentation from
Ontario premier Kathleen Wynne. It ended up including
Alberta’s Rachel Notley, BC’s Christy Clark and a last minute
appearance from Canada’s new Environment and Climate
Change Minister Catherine McKenna. In the audience were the
National Chief of the AFN, Perry Bellegarde, and the national
head of the Canadian Labour Congress, plus the Environment
Commissioners from Ontario and Canada. Had this event been
held anywhere but in Paris at COP21, you could have sold tickets
and filled a room 100 times bigger. As it is we run into people
easily who in normal life you could wait a year to meet. 
Meanwhile in another room, Bill Gates and Barack Obama

as well as PM Trudeau were announcing a multi-billion dollar
clean tech fund. 
On top of the intense process of shepherding US President

Barack Obama, German Chancellor Angela Merkel, Russia’s
Vladimir Putin, and so on—enough to create serious stress at
any conference, Paris and COP21 is not just any conference. The
city remains in a state of emergency. Every rooftop and every
overpass has security personnel, snipers and many normal
routes are closed. Getting in and out of the conference site today
was not easy.
So, what of substance happened?
No one could fail to notice the shared sense of purpose of the

political speeches. Many (eloquently HRH Charles, Prince of
Wales) addressed the issue of urgency and our responsibility to
our own children. Many offered concrete examples of how
action in their own country had been good for their economy. I
had really hoped that our new PM Justin Trudeau would have
had a new offer, even a new target to announce, but having
pledged $2.5 billion just days ago for climate financing, there
was nothing new today.
Still, the reception for his speech, especially his pledge that

Canada is back and here to help, was received with strong
applause that drowned out his last few words.  
So tomorrow the real work begins. Ministers will be back

next week.
This is a conference that must make history. Its opening was

historic, being the largest gathering ever of leaders from around

the world. Only the negotiating positions of the various nations
will confirm whether the leaders made a speech for optics sake,
or whether they are willing to put political capital on the line to
save our kids and theirs from the devastation of catastrophic
global warming. 

Day 2 Blog From COP21 
This was the second day of COP, but our first day of negotiations.
The leaders of nations from around the world have jetted home.
(My friend New Zealand Green MP Kennedy Graham pointed
out in his blog today that we actually do not have ‘world
leaders’—just leaders of various nations.)   
The place felt less frantic, less frenetic, and the negotiations

took on the glacial pace for which they are well known. For the
section of text I follow—the Ad Hoc Working Group on the
Durban Plan of Action (ADP)—no country was willing to agree
to even the smallest change. With political tensions at a
dangerous low boil over Turkey shooting down a Russian jet,
the Russian and Turkish negotiators treated each other with
courteous diplomacy as they faced-off over alternate text in
square brackets.
A highpoint today was the proof of new openness as the

Environment and Climate Change Minister, Catherine
McKenna, exchanged with the many Canadian environmental,
educational, labour, church and youth groups here at COP. They
asked clear questions and either the minister or Canada’s lead
negotiator tried to answer. The minister actually apologized for
having to go back to Ottawa for the opening of Parliament, but
promised briefings from officials in her absence. Which means
that in two days of COP, Catherine McKenna has held exactly a
zillion more briefings for civil society than any minister in the
last ten years. (Assuming my math is right and that one meeting
in two days is a zillion times more than none over ten years.)
But nice vibes only take us so far. We (opposition MPs and

civil society) will be watching these exacting line by line
negotiations of the draft text to be certain our new government
is pushing for the best possible treaty.
The level of professionalism and detailed knowledge of the

draft text demonstrated exactly how prepared Canadian civil
society is to demand a strong treaty. 0

Reprint from ISLAND TIDES, December 10, 2015, Page 2

© Island Tides Publishing Ltd. This article may be reproduced with the following attribution, in its entirety, and notification to Island Tides Publishing Ltd.
‘This article was published (December 10, 2015) in ‘Island Tides’, an independent, regional newspaper distributing 

on the Canadian Gulf Islands, on Vancouver Island and, via the internet, worldwide.’
Island Tides Publishing Ltd, Box 55, Pender Island, BC V0N 2M0 • 1-250-216-2267 • islandtides@islandtides.com • www.islandtides.com



Reprint from ISLAND TIDES, December 10, 2015, Page 3

© Island Tides Publishing Ltd. This article may be reproduced with the following attribution, in its entirety, and notification to Island Tides Publishing Ltd.
‘This article was published (December 10, 2015) in ‘Island Tides’, an independent, regional newspaper distributing 

on the Canadian Gulf Islands, on Vancouver Island and, via the internet, worldwide.’
Island Tides Publishing Ltd, Box 55, Pender Island, BC V0N 2M0 • 1-250-216-2267 • islandtides@islandtides.com • www.islandtides.com


