Opinion Piece - Still saving the ozone layer

By Beatrice Olivastri, Chief Executive Officer, Friends of the Earth –Canada 
Cell 613-724-8690

As governments from across the globe prepare to meet next week in Montreal to debate more ozone layer protection, Canadian environmentalists and industry leaders are celebrating a milestone in regulating ozone-destroying chemicals.

Recovery of the ozone layer in 2050 may seem a long time away to most Canadians, but the Montreal Protocol experience shows that it is crucial to note – hey even celebrate - each step of the journey to save the ozone layer.  As the first multilateral environmental agreement, the Montreal Protocol started off in 1987 agreeing to reduce use of ozone destroying chemicals like CFCs and halons.  Visual evidence of the ozone hole along with compelling science on health effects such as rising incidence of skin cancers, eye disease and weakening of the human immune system compelled negotiators to ratchet up the agreement to the point where production and consumption of ozone destroying chemicals are banned in developed countries and on track for bans in developing countries.

In Canada, federal and provincial governments agreed to a National Action Plan to manage ozone depleting chemicals.  At this point most environmental groups would buzz off to the next challenge – lord knows there are enough challenges.  But for over two decades, Friends of the Earth has stuck to saving the ozone layer. Because we know that promises made are not promises kept.  And Canadians had promised to not only stop making and using ozone destroying chemicals but to also collect and dispose of them.  And so it is a cause for some celebration to note that the largest remaining use of CFCs, that of commercial chillers, will be closed out by the biggest user province, Ontario.  Across Canada, over 3,000 old chillers are still in place with Ontario operating about one half of these. Chillers are typically used in commercial office buildings, hospitals universities and other large buildings.

Unusually, it is the combined efforts of Friends of the Earth and the Heating, Refrigeration and Air-Conditioning Institute (HRAI) that compelled Ontario to take this step – after five years of operating an extended producer responsibility program to collect and dispose of CFCs, industry insisted it was time for a level playing field. All industry players need to commit to this program and only regulation will make it so.   Building operators insisted that a predictable schedule was needed so that capital investment could be planned.  Friends of the Earth insisted that the ozone layer still needs saving and that huge electricity savings would accrue to the province and industry when chillers are changed out.   Province-wide savings can be in the order of 124,200 megawatt hours per year once the change-out is completed.  

Now on to the next target – halons.  It’s time to insist that the fire protection industry clean up its ozone destroying legacy.  Concerned citizens can join Friends of the Earth in calling for action on halons by going to www.ozonelayer.ca
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