
 

 
 
 
 
Opinion: Wynne government reveals its anti-science sentiments 
 
Waterloo Region Record 
 
By Peter Shawn Taylor 
 
It has become conventional wisdom to dismiss Stephen Harper's government as anti-
science. 
 
Federal policy, we're told. is no longer the result of careful analysis of available 
evidence. Rather such matters are decided on the basis of some complicated political 
algorithm kept under lock and key in the Prime Minister's Office. 
 
One of the most eager promoters of this Ottawa-hates-science notion is our own Wynne 
government. 
 
From rescuing the federal Experimental Lakes Area research project in northern Ontario 
that was once slated for closure, to this week's announcement of the creation of a 
provincial public pension plan, Premier Kathleen Wynne — who seems more and more 
interested in picking fights with Ottawa — never misses an opportunity to present 
herself as a friend to science and careful student of evidence-based policy-making. 
 
But whether complaints about Ottawa are valid or not, Wynne has little cause to boast 
of any personal fealty to scientific fact. Two recent items make plain the degree to which 
policy-making in Ontario has become a matter of whim and emotion. 
 
First up is the new provincial policy purporting to save everyone's favourite pollinator: 
bees. 
 
Responding to pressure from environmental lobby groups such as the Sierra Club 
(which has turned its "save the bees" campaign into an all-out fundraising effort), the 
province announced it will force an 80 per cent reduction in the use of neonicotinoid 
insecticides on Ontario farmers by 2017. 
 
In making the case for what amounts to a near ban of a very useful farming input, the 
provincial government claimed scientific backing from Ottawa. A press release dated 



Nov. 25 says "the federal Pest Management Regulatory Agency has found a link 
between planting corn and soybean seeds treated with neonicotinoids — an agricultural 
insecticide — and bee deaths in Ontario." 
 
The actual facts, however, are a bit more complicated than that. 
 
As with any insecticide, neonics will be harmful to bees if ingested directly. However, 
neonics are applied as a seed coating and, if used properly, should never come in 
contact with bees. And neonics reduce the overall amount of insecticide in the 
environment. 
 
The appropriate — and scientific — question to ask is whether the benefits of neonics 
outweigh any disadvantages. 
 
Curiously enough, on the same day Ontario was announcing its new neonic regime 
backed by what it claimed to be federal science, Ottawa was saying something 
completely different. 
 
In an Nov. 25 update on neonics and bee health, the aforementioned Pest Management 
Regulatory Agency said it "does not have sufficient information to draw conclusions 
regarding a link between (bee) colony effects and potential neonicotinoid exposure." It 
went on to say "more investigation" is required before any conclusions can be reached. 
 
The federal pesticide regulator also noted reported incidents of bee deaths during 
planting season were down by 70 per cent in 2014 in Ontario. This suggests measures 
already implemented to reduce contact between bees and neonics are working. 
 
Ontario's move to dramatically curtail the use of neonics is unwarranted by available 
scientific evidence. Rather it's an effort to play up to vocal lobby groups. 
 
Ottawa, on the other hand, appears to be investigating the matter with much more care 
and in the absence of emotion or politics. It's a reversal of roles, at least as far as 
conventional wisdom goes. 
 
The second recent example of the Wynne government ignoring science comes from its 
planned crackdown on electronic cigarettes. 
 
E-cigarettes do not produce smoke from burning tobacco as conventional cigarettes do, 
rather they heat up a liquid packet which can contain nicotine or other flavourings, to 
deliver a mist to the "smoker." In the absence of combustion or tobacco, they pose 
precisely zero health threat to others; there is no second-hand smoke from e-cigarettes. 
 
Nonetheless, the government has decided to treat them the same way they do real 
cigarettes. The use of e-cigarettes is to be banned everywhere tobacco smoking is 
banned. Sales and advertising will be prohibited using the same logic. 
 



Such a move ignores much good evidence that e-cigarettes are actually a very useful 
aid in quitting smoking because they allow a gradual reduction in nicotine intake. 
 
According to research in the academic journal Addiction, experience in England shows 
"the growth in e-cigarette use has been accompanied by an increase in smoking 
cessation rates, a continued reduction in prevalence and no increase in smoking 
uptake." 
 
Rather than relying on science to make a case for or against e-cigarettes, the Wynne 
government has chosen to regulate on moral grounds. E-cigarettes are bad because 
they sort of look like real cigarettes. "I do not want to do anything that would start to 
renormalize the idea that smoking ... would be acceptable," Wynne said in announcing 
the changes. 
 
The distinction between Ontario and Ottawa on this issue is not as great as it is with 
neonics, but it's still significant. Health Canada bans the importation and sale of e-
cigarettes that contain nicotine on the basis of the addictive qualities of nicotine, which 
is at least a scientifically defensible position. 
 
Ontario's plan, on the other hand, applies to all e-cigarettes, even if they do not contain 
nicotine, because it opposes "renormalization." 
 
Do we really want our provincial government deciding what normal looks like? 
 
Peter Shawn Taylor is editor-at-large of Maclean’s. He lives in Waterloo. 
 
 
 
 
NORAHG RESPONSE 
 
The anti-pesticide Ontario Liberal government is falsely alleging that 
neonicotinoid insecticides are the cause of so-called bee colony collapse 
disorder  ―  in fact, bee losses occur because some bee-keepers may be 
wholly unsuited to be raising bees.  This is the very same kind of reckless 
and arbitrary legislation that has already destroyed Ontario’s professional 
lawn care industry, with businesses having LOST OVER 500,000,000 
DOLLARS, with up to 12,500 UNEMPLOYED since 2009.   
http://wp.me/P1jq40-43B   The destruction of the professional lawn care 
industry was extensive because there were⁄are NO valid economical 
alternatives to replace the prohibited products that were desperately need to 
control damaging pests of turf and ornamental plants.   
http://wp.me/P1jq40-24g   Similarly, Ontario’s agriculture industry WILL BE 
imminently facing destruction since neonicotinoid insecticides are 



desperately needed to effectively and safely control damaging pests of 
crops.   


