
The last vestiges of Canada’s accountability for action on
climate change disappeared on November 16 with the
defeat, on second reading in the Senate, of Bill C-311. The
Bill would have committed Canada to a long term target
for greenhouse gas emissions of 80% below the 1990 level
by the year 2050, established interim targets  for the
period 2015 to 2045, and created an obligation on the
Commissioner of the Environment and Sustainable
Development to review proposed measures to meet the
targets and submit a report to Parliament.

The Bill was defeated by a vote of 42 to 32, strictly along
party lines, with independent Senator Ann Cools voting
with the Conservatives. Normally, second reading would
occasion a debate and result in a bill being sent to a
committee for study. However, noting that more than 15
Liberal senators were absent, the Conservative majority in
the Senate saw an opportunity to halt its consideration
and defeat the bill altogether on a surprise vote, with no
debate, no committee discussion, no witnesses called to
testify, and at a moment when key supporters of the Bill
were not present (including the Conservative co-sponsor
of the Bill).

The private member’s bill, originally introduced by
NDP MP Bruce Hyer, had passed the House of Commons
in May with the support of all three opposition parties.
The Conservative majority in the Senate managed to
defeat the Bill, where the Conservative minority in the
Commons could not.

The Senate’s rejection cannot be overruled by the
Commons.

The Current Senate
Constitutionally, the purpose of the Senate is to serve as ‘a
Chamber of sober second thought’, and to balance,
through regional representation, the representation by
population model of the House of Commons. However,
the Senate has become more politicized, and focus is less
on the regions and more on party representation. 

Despite the avowed Conservative party support for an

elected senate, recent Conservative minority governments
have seen Prime Minister Harper appoint 35 new
senators, all Conservatives. Many of these replaced
retiring Liberal senators. 

As a result, party standings in the Senate are now
Conservatives 52, Progressive Conservatives 2, Liberals
49, and Independent 2 (total 105). 

Canada’s GHG Policy
The only shred of policy remaining is a ‘commitment’ to a
17% reduction from 2005 levels of greenhouse gas
production by 2020. However, when Alberta GHG levels,
driven by increasing tar sands development, are forecast
to increase by 14% in the same period, this target seems
unattainable.

The defeat of C-311 follows by less than a week the
resignation of Jim Prentice as Environment Minister in
the Conservative government.

A recent study by the British consultancy firm
Maplecroft ranked Canada fourth from last out of 183
countries as CO2 polluters, as measured by the CO2
Emissions from Energy Use Index (CEEI). Only the United
Arab Emirates, Australia, and the USA were worse. 

The index is calculated by evaluating countries’ annual
CO2 emissions from energy use, CO2 emissions per capita,
and cumulative CO2 emissions from 1900 to 2006 to
provide a complete picture of a country’s CO2 polluting
record.

With the recent mid-term gains by Republicans in the
US Congress, it seems extremely unlikely that the US will
take any action at all to curb GHG emissions; Canada’s
apparent policy of following the US thus amounts to no
policy at all.

This leaves Canada with little for new Environment
Minister John Baird to bring to the UN’s Cancun climate
talks from November 29 to December 10. The meeting
follows the Copenhagen summit, which was widely agreed
to be unsuccessful. 0
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