MY PERSPECTIVE

Maude Barlow

Ottawa, ON

Is water a Canadian cultural resource?

“Water is a part of our cultural heritage. At least Canadians like to think it is – the Great Lakes, the mighty rivers flowing north, being bounded by oceans on three sides. Water is a cultural, ecological, heritage and perhaps an international resource as well. Although we feel deeply about our water, we are not taking very good care of it,” says Maude Barlow, co-author of Blue Gold: The Battle to Stop Corporate Theft of the World’s Water. 

“Sooner or later, the world will come knocking on our door wanting some of our precious resource. If we claim a sovereign right to our water supply then we must be more responsible custodians for it. For me, it requires a national water act,” she explains.

 “Right now there is no prohibition against commercial export of our water – no protection against bottled water companies. We will lose control of water being exported. Canadians think we have all this clean water, but we have been polluting it badly for years.” 

With more than a dozen books to her credit, the long-time social justice activist says Blue Gold is now published in 40 countries in 17 languages. The book essentially is about “fresh water becoming big business.” She explains that because “water is a public trust; one should not have the right to appropriate it or profit from it at someone else’s expense. Yet that’s what corporations and investors want to do. And they see Canada’s freshwater lakes, rivers and aquifers as a rich reservoir to tap.” 

Ms. Barlow, whose can recite facts and figures with ease, has some suggestions about what can ordinary Canadians do. 

“For starters, they can think about water differently – stop taking it for granted. Don’t hose down the driveway, sweep it with a broom. Don’t wash your car just because it’s Saturday,” she suggests. 

They can also join The Council of Canadians – a citizens’ watchdog organization with more than 100,000 members – and give a greater voice to its water campaign, which was launched in 1999. It is pushing for the ban of  bulk export of Canadian water and trying to head off what it sees as the gradual commodification and privatization of this priceless, public resource.

“Finally, they can write to their MPs and demand that the federal government create a national water act,” she says. 

Ms. Barlow has been the Volunteer Chairperson of The Council of Canadians since 1988. The outspoken crusader for Canadian sovereignty and citizens’ rights is also co-founder of the Blue Planet Project, a Director of the Polaris Institute and a Director with the International Forum on Globalization. 
“The Blue Planet Project is an international effort to protect the world’s fresh water from the growing threats of trade and privatization,” she says proudly. “We have set up a network of grassroots organizations in many parts of the world, including the International People’s Water Movement involving 65 countries. It is also working to have water removed from trade agreements such as NAFTA. Wherever there is a water need, Blue Planet is there,” she says proudly.
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