
                 
 
September 9, 2011 
 
The Right Honourable Stephen Harper 
Prime Minister of Canada 
80 Wellington Street  
Ottawa, ON K1A 0A2 
 
Dear Prime Minister, 

The Gulf of Mexico oil spill last year showed the world the catastrophic effects of a worst-case scenario 
well blowout. Such an oil spill or similar accident in the Arctic could negatively affect the region for 
decades. Canada will only get one chance to get Arctic deepwater oil and gas right and today stands at a 
critical juncture in the history of the region. 

The National Energy Board must decide how to regulate the first oil and gas deepwater drilling in North 
American Arctic waters once it has completed its Arctic Offshore Drilling Review. A key issue in the 
review is whether industry should continue to be required to show it can kill a well blowout in the same 
season to assure that such a devastating spill would not continue under the ice for multiple seasons.  
 
Beyond the NEB, your government faces a historic question of its own:  will Canada continue to make 
new areas of the Arctic Ocean – including deepwater areas -- open to oil and gas exploration while key 
questions remain unanswered? 
 
Oceans North Canada, a campaign led by the Pew Charitable Trusts, recently completed a robust legal 
and policy analysis of Canada’s current system for licensing and regulating offshore Arctic oil and gas. 
The enclosed report, Becoming Arctic-Ready: Policy Recommendations for Reforming Canada’s 
Approach to Licensing and Regulating Offshore Oil and Gas in the Arctic, identifies critical weaknesses 
in the current system and proposes an 11-step policy reform process. Our recommendations for reform 
evaluate each stage of the current licencing and regulatory process and call for innovative regulatory 
leadership, world-class operator spill response standards, and additional consultation with Inuit and 
northern residents.  
 
By separate letter, we have conveyed the report to the NEB and asked it to consider in its Arctic 
Offshore Drilling Review the recommendations that fall under its independent regulatory mandate. As 
the next step of its Arctic regulatory review, we have urged the NEB to announce a sweeping regulatory 
reform program and to inform industry that it will not entertain applications for offshore drilling in the 
Arctic until its completion. 
 
However, even if the NEB takes this action, Canada will not be Arctic-ready for offshore oil and gas 
because many of the gaps we identify in the report are under the jurisdiction of the federal government, 
not the NEB. Recommendations for filling these gaps include: 
 
 Strategic environmental assessment:  INAC should prepare a strategic environmental assessment 

that integrates and synthesizes scientific information about the possible effects of offshore oil 
and gas development to people and the environment before the call for nominations, the first 
phase of Arctic offshore oil and gas (Recommendation 1). 



 
 Inuit consultation:  To meet the Crown’s obligations, INAC needs to conduct meaningful consultation 

with Inuit organizations at key stages of the licensing process including the call for nominations, call for 
bids, and exploration phases (Recommendations 2, 5 & 8) 

 
 Threshold requirements:  Before accepting bids on offshore oil and gas blocks, INAC should require that 

operators meet Arctic-based threshold requirements for environmental performance and financial 
resources (Recommendation 3) 

 
 Inuit environmental assessment capacity:  So that Inuit environmental assessment bodies are ready to 

review oil and gas exploration activities, INAC should provide additional funds to fill identified capacity 
gaps (Recommendation 8) 

 
 Licence tenure review:  In order to react to emerging and unforeseeable circumstances in the Arctic, the 

government should establish a mechanism to review and cancel (subject to payment of compensation) 
indefinite and long license tenures under justifiable circumstances (Recommendation 9). 

 
 Inuit benefit plans and royalty-sharing: In order to balance the current ratio of risk to reward of future 

Arctic offshore oil and gas for Inuit communities, the government should devise a new benefits scheme 
through negotiation (Recommendation 10). 

 
Taken together, the eleven recommendations in our report provide a blueprint for how Canada can make 
its offshore oil and gas program ready for the Arctic. Oceans North Canada stands ready to help in 
whatever way we can to assist in reforming the system along these lines. 
 
Until these reforms are implemented, however, we believe Canada is not ready for deepwater drilling in 
the Arctic. Accordingly, we request that you suspend all new leasing and licensing for offshore oil 
and gas in the Arctic Ocean. This pause will give Canada the time and room to enact the reforms 
necessary to create an Arctic ready offshore oil and gas program. In so doing, Canada will be true to its 
own northern heritage, its promises to its northern peoples, and its leadership position in the circumpolar 
Arctic.  
 
Thank you for your consideration and attention to this matter. 
 
Sincerely, 

 
Trevor Taylor 
Policy Director, Oceans North Canada 
30 Metcalfe Street, Suite 402 
Ottawa, Ontario K1P 5L4 
(613) 290-4498   
trevortaylor@oceansnorth.ca 

 
Scott Highleyman 
Director, International Arctic Program 
Pew Environment Group 
1200 Old Fairhaven Pkwy #207 
Bellingham, WA 98225  
(360) 715-0063  |  highleyman@pewtrusts.org 

 
 
cc: The Honourable John Duncan, Minister of Aboriginal Affairs and Northern Development 

The Honourable Joe Oliver, Minister of Natural Resources 
The Honourable Keith Ashfield, Minister of Fisheries and Oceans Canada 
The Honourable Peter Kent, Minister of Environment  

 
 
 


