Canada’s Federal Politicians Take Beating at Climate Summit, as Provincial Premiers Call for Action
by Ashley Csanady
July 8, 2015 – Federal leaders across North America need to “get with it” and tackle climate change from the top.  That was the message from California Governor Jerry Brown, Quebec Premier Phillipe Couillard, and Ontario Premier Kathleen Wynne on Wednesday at the Climate Summit of the Americas in Toronto.  The event, which includes representatives from across the continent, but none from the federal government, is being framed as a precursor to the UN-led climate summit in Paris this December.
Brown leads California at a time when it’s battling historic drought.  He’s become one of the most prominent voices in the fight against climate change.  He slammed the Republican-led Congress for not recognizing climate change is real — “or if they admit it, they don’t want to do anything about it” — and called the party a “wet blanket” that leaves action to the executive branch.
“We’re not headed in a direction at a rate of speed that’s going to save us from real catastrophe,” Brown said, adding “sub-national units, business, non-profit groups have to mobilize together.  That’s the only way we’re going to change the direction of where the world is going, which is not a good place.”
When asked what he’d say to leaders who don’t want to tackle climate change with the same urgency, he said, “Ya, get with it.”
Brown said Prime Minister Stephen Harper “ought to be re-examining what he’s doing….  Canada has a long way to go, as does the United States, as does everybody.  It’s not about pointing fingers, because we’d have to point to ourselves,” Brown said.  “We’ve got a lot to do, but some people aren’t even on board to know that.  So I would say, ‘Get on board, let’s get going, let’s work together and make a world that really will work for all of us.'”
“We have to take radical, systematic, continuous effort on a local, national and global basis,” Brown said.  “The stakes couldn’t be higher and the hour is very late.”
Wynne and Couillard also called for greater federal leadership, albeit in less bombastic terms.  She said she wants other leaders to hear the messages from today and “take them along” on the path to Paris.
“We need federal and national governments across the continent to commit, to hear these messages,” Wynne said.  “But all I can do as the premier of Ontario is put that message out and take actions that make it clear that we’re serious” about fighting climate change.
Federal Environment Minister Leona Aglukkaq was at an event in her riding, to celebrate Nunavut Day as opposed to attending the summit on Wednesday.  However, 3 other members of Cabinet, including Treasury Board President Tony Clement, were at the Global Economic Forum, which is conjointly on the same floor of Toronto’s Royal York.
Ontario recently pledged to join the other 2 jurisdictions in a cap-and-trade program.  The premiers said they will make their voices heard in Paris, because sub-national governments have the levers to effect such change.  The full details of the plan will be unveiled this coming October.
“It’s our moral, it’s our economic, it our political responsibility, to take every action that we can, and that’s what we’re doing in our jurisdictions,” Wynne said.
California’s cap-and-trade program has been criticized by local business groups, and some wonder what costs Ontarians will face — especially after green energy policies - to end coal-burning for power generation and implement wind and solar power - hiked hydro rates.  But Wynne said the long-term costs are simply too big to nickle-and-dime this issue, which Brown echoed with gusto.
“In some instances, actually, there will be reduced costs” in the long run, Wynne said, referring to rising insurance costs because of extreme weather.  “The costs of inaction are horrendous, compared to the costs of taking action….  We as a society ask that question, ‘What’s this going to cost me?’ and I think we need to start saying, ‘What’s this going to cost if we don’t do this?'” she said.
“The costs of inaction are much higher than the costs of action.  Period,” Brown said.  “Paying more doesn’t say very much.  More is part of modernity.”
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