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Immediate Release

Gatineau Park Bill a Sham:

Conservatives Cave In to Special Interests
Chelsea, May 11, 2009 – The Gatineau Park Protection Committee is condemning the Conservative government for reintroducing legislation that caves in to park residents, ignores the public interest and fails to reflect the consensus on Gatineau Park.  
“The only people who supported the predecessor to this bill before the Transport Committee last fall were the Gatineau Park landowners – those who’ve been lobbying the government to close the beach and boat launch at Meech Lake
, and those who want to continue building houses in the park,” said GPPC co-chair Andrew McDermott. “And let’s just say the NCC also supported it, because it’s in league with the landowners,” he added.

Tabled on April 30, Bill C-20 is nearly identical to its predecessor, Bill C-37, which died on the Order Paper as a result of last December’s prorogation. Although the government had tabled 14 of its own amendments to C-37, it only adopted three of the most minor ones. In all, 41 amendments were tabled in committee last fall, including those from the Conservatives (14), as well as from the Bloc (14), the Liberals (8) and the NDP (5). 
“Bill C-20 must be amended since it fails to meet basic park protection criteria,” said Mr. McDermott. “It must mandate conservation and ecological integrity as top management priorities, enshrine boundaries in legislation and respect Quebec’s territorial integrity. It must also eliminate private property development, dedicate Gatineau Park to future generations and provide strong parliamentary oversight,” said Mr. McDermott.
In the absence of legislative oversight, the NCC has removed 1,842 acres from the park, or nearly three square miles. As well, since 1992, the NCC has allowed 119 new houses to be built in Gatineau Park, along with a new superstore, coffee shop, gas station, fire hall, municipal pumping station and five new roads. 

 “And contrary to what the Conservatives have claimed, Bill C-20 doesn’t respond to concerns stakeholders and the public expressed before the NCC Mandate Review Panel, and ignores several key recommendations made by that panel,” said Mr. McDermott.

“Moreover, word is throughout the bureaucracy that Minister Baird has dropped the ball on the Gatineau Park file, and that he’s failed to follow his own officials’ advice to amend this seriously flawed bill,” said Mr. McDermott.
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Backgrounder
A) Five Pillars for a Gatineau Park Bill

     To fully address the problems facing Gatineau Park – fragmentation, urbanization and ecological impairment – park legislation should respect the five criteria listed below which represent the broad consensus on the issue. 

i) Dedicate the park to the people of Canada for their education and enjoyment, mandating that it be maintained and used so that it be left unimpaired for the enjoyment of future generations.

ii) Make the maintenance or restoration of ecological integrity, through protection of natural resources and natural processes, the first priority in all aspects of Gatineau Park management

iii) Provide legislated boundaries for Gatineau Park. Changes to reduce the size of the park must be approved by Act of Parliament, while changes to expand the park must be made only with approval from the Quebec government to ensure respect for the province’s territorial integrity.

iv) Prevent removal of any land from Gatineau Park by Order in Council or other administrative means. Properties must only be removed from the park through Act of Parliament – in the spirit of protection given national parks since passage of the 1930 National Parks Act. 

v) Prohibit new residential construction, and equip the NCC to further its master plan obligation to acquire all Gatineau Park inholdings – e.g., by giving the NCC right of first refusal over any property sales/subdivisions, etc. 

B) The Gatineau Park Consensus
Over the last decades, a consensus has emerged on Gatineau Park as a result of public and private initiatives, federal-provincial agreements, NCC planning and consultation efforts and parliamentary debate. And it’s now generally felt that park legislation must meet basic criteria to be reliable and effective.
 

Moreover, recent opinion polls provide compelling evidence of this consensus. For instance, an online poll conducted by Le Droit last April found that 86% of respondents wanted the federal government to give Gatineau Park legislative protection. As well, in 2006, a Decima-Ottawa Citizen poll confirmed that 82% of the population wanted Gatineau Park to become a national park.

According to this consensus, Gatineau Park legislation should at the very least mandate conservation and ecological integrity as a top priority, enshrine boundaries, eliminate private property development, and dedicate the park to future generations. And given the precedent established by the National Parks Act (NPA), any federal legislation to protect the park should respect the jurisdictions, sensibilities and territorial integrity of the province. 

We underline that the consensus on Gatineau Park is supported by expert opinion arguing that protective park legislation in general must meet basic criteria.
 

Careful analysis of Bill C-20 reveals its woeful inadequacy in meeting basic park protection criteria and its failure to reflect any consensus on Gatineau Park. Unless properly amended, Bill C-20 will allow boundary changes, residential development and road building to continue hacking away at Gatineau Park. 
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