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My name is Ramsey Hart, I am an ecologist, teach Natural Resources Management at Mount Allison University and am a member of the Atlantic Region Solidarity Network or ARSN. I’d like to extend my thanks to the Round Table members for their time and commitment to this important process. Through my work with ARSN I know that the issues we are grappling with are of great concern to the vast majority of Atlantic Canadians who have been made aware of the environmental and human rights abuses associated with the extractive industries. Our Mining the Connections campaign is just one of many projects that is trying to expand the awareness of these important issues. 

I would invite you to visit the ARSN website at www.arsn.ca to learn more about our campaign. 

I appreciate that you have heard many compelling and powerful accounts of the negative impacts Canadian companies are having in developing countries and so I will spend the majority of my time today speaking to your request for concrete “actionable recommendations”. First, however, there are a few comments I’d like to make regarding this process, and two contextual issues that I think have been missing from the discussion so far. 

With regards to the process, as a member of an organization in Atlantic Canada, I must express my dismay that this national roundtable did not see fit to extend its reach east of Montreal. The Atlantic region has a strong interest and concern in the mining and petroleum sectors as well as many international organizations that could have provided additional and perhaps novel input into the process. As it is, a few of us were able to travel to this session, at considerable personal expense of time and money. For an issue of such importance it is surprising that greater efforts were not made to be inclusive including providing intervener support for people from remote areas, the South and First Nations communities. 

Having tried to follow the roundtable process to this point, it struck me that two important contextual issues are not, to my thinking, being adequately addressed. The first is the nature of the resources in question as non-renewable. While this fact is briefly mentioned in the Roundtable Discussion paper, I feel it warrants a bit more elaboration. 

The fact that we are discussing depleteable non-renewable resources has several practical and ethical consequences. From a practical standpoint, once a mineral or petroleum deposit has been exploited – that’s it! While changing technologies and commodity prices may warrant re-entry to abandoned deposits, once the deposit is effectively depleted then there is no going back. We have only have one opportunity to make use of these resources so it behooves us to get it right the first time. 

From an ethical perspective, doing it right, means that the economic benefits gained from the use of the resource create social investments equal to or greater than the future value of the resource if left in the ground.  So unless conditions for extraction are favorable, leaving a mineral or petroleum deposit un-developed may be a sound resource management decision. Because markets are not effective at considering the need for social investment when non-renewable resources are extracted, effective government intervention is desirable and necessary to ensure it is being made. Sadly Canadian government’s involvement in “modernizing” international resource extraction policies has run strongly contrary to this necessity.

The non-renewable nature of mineral and petroleum resources means that all projects have finite lifespan, usually in the decades. If the exploitation of a non-renewable resource has negative impacts on people’s ability to maintain a lifestyle based on renewable resources such as farming, forestry or fishing, then the lost opportunities of theoretically infinite future generations must be carefully considered. Ethically, this choice can only be made by those whose lives may be changed forever. 

One final contextual issue that I feel must raise, is the discrepancy in the standard of living between those of us living in Canada and the communities Canadian mining companies are often affecting overseas. Very few of us in Canada have to worry about access to safe drinking water (our Fist Nations communities excepted), we don’t have to worry about the security of our land, or our ability to meet the basic needs of life. In short in Canada we have it pretty good. While regulating the international mining sector may have repercussions in the growth of the Canadian economy, it is a robust and diverse economy that is currently providing us with grossly more than our fair share of the world resources “pie”. Considering the impacts of mining on communities and the environment, and our own standard of living, arguing that regulation is not desirable because it has the potential to affect the bottom line of corporate and share holder profits is, to my mind, immoral.

As a brief aside, economic growth, like mineral exploitation, tends to suffer from the law of diminishing returns. When measuring a wide range of social benefits from literacy to longevity to happiness, after a certain point, more economic growth really doesn’t make much difference. And yet we continually strive for more and more growth, at greater and greater costs to the planet and to vulnerable communities in the south. 

In short, I hope the Round Table will see past the shallow arguments of furthering economic growth in Canada as a justification for the un-ethical, immoral and unsustainable actions of many of “our” mining companies operating in the developing world.

Recommendations for Action

What then are the actions that could be taken to move towards a more ethical and sustainable use of non-renewable resources. To begin with I’d like to add my endorsement to the Canadian Network on Corporate Accountability’s four key recommendations:

· That meeting defined corporate social responsibility, human rights and environmental standards be a precondition for both financial and political assistance from the government. 

· Develop legislation to hold Canadian companies and their directors accountable

· Develop robust Canadian-based monitoring, verification and compliance mechanisms 

· Promote the inclusion of human rights standards in World Bank policies

Building on these recommendations, standards must include the “free, prior and informed consent” of local communities. The right to collective negotiation with communities must be respected and just as communities have the right to development, their right to choose the kind of development must be protected. This means that communities must have the right to say no to projects that they feel will not be in their best interest.

The Government of Canada should immediately stop supporting policy development in the south that favours deregulation and privatization of mineral and petroleum resources. These “modernization” processes greatly diminish a host country’s ability to retain resource revenues within the country, and then to provide the necessary social benefits to its population.

Through my work in Latin America and with ARSN I’ve been made aware of the incredibly biased approach that our foreign service takes in promoting Canadian corporate interests overseas. A concrete example of this was the misleading and erroneous portrayal of the Canadian mining industry contained in a letter to the Guatemalan daily newspaper Prensa Libre by a former Ambassador to Guatemala. The role of the foreign service as the promoter of narrowly defined business interests should be changed to include a greater emphasis on promoting development that supports authentic improvements in living conditions and quality of life for communities in other countries and to assist Canadian companies in joining in the process where it is also in their interest to do so. An interim step in this process could be the creation of an educational program about the extractive sector that clearly outlines the issues and concerns that are being expressed by Canadian and international civil society organizations.

As stated in the Roundtable’s discussion paper, millions of dollars of private capital are being invested in the Canadian extractive sector working abroad. In addition to the private capital, substantial amounts of public funds are also used to provide services, loans and insurance to the sector. A parallel line of investment is necessary to assist in the development of host-country capacity for conducting integrated impact assessments, negotiating impact benefit agreements, and conducting monitoring, mitigation and rehabilitation programs. Partners in this process should include not only state actors but also civil society groups such as ENGOs, and labour organizations. As with existing investment, this new investment should come from a combination of private capital through diversion of taxes paid by international resource extraction companies, and through the budgets of the Canadian International Development Agency. Of course new commitments will require additional funding and the Canadian government should make good on the international standard of 0.7% of GDP directed towards international development assistance. 

While substantial progress has been made in the international legal framework for human rights, international environmental and community rights law is not as well developed. The Canadian government should take a leadership role in correcting this deficiency, and could, for example, host a parallel process to this Roundtable operating at an international level. 

Another opportunity for international cooperation would be the creation of an international bond system that could hold moneys paid by extractive companies as assurance of compliance to social and environmental standards through the full life of an operation. This would provide some degree of protection from the ephemeral mining companies with short life spans that are difficult to hold to account. An international bond system would also alleviate concerns over potential misuse of the funds by unstable or corrupt governments.

Relatively strict standards for accounting and financial reporting exist for corporations registered in Canada. Why is financial performance the only measure we require corporations to report on? There is a need to expand reporting requirements to issues of sustainability, especially in the extractive sectors. Development of reporting requirements would also include the development of parallel auditing processes that would assess the accuracy of the information being reported.

My final recommendation is for the Canadian government to retake it’s leadership position on indigenous rights within the UN. The issue of indigenous rights is relevant to our discussion because as you have heard, many extractive operations occur in remote regions where they come in direct conflict with indigenous people. Assuring that these communities have the right to chart their own future is very important for the maintenance of our world’s rich cultural mosaic and to cease the genocidal practices that continue around the world. Canada should therefore sign the International Declaration of Indigenous Rights and stop the delaying tactics currently being used.

Thank you for this opportunity. You certainly have a challenging task ahead of you but I trust you will have the vision to and wisdom to find practical ways to move the sector towards a better balance of protecting the environment and improving on true social well being. I hope that my comments today were of assistance to you in this process.

