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FEDERAL SCIENTISTS

I
t is no secret that Prime Minister 

Stephen Harper has introduced to 

government a level of control and a 

lack of transparency that continues 

to dismay his critics and concerned 

Canadians. The control is part of a 

broader modus operandi that disregards 

parliamentary rules of fair play (with 

no apparent consequences), and curtails 

journalists’ relationships with ministerial 

staff and senior level bureaucrats. This 

may be putting a dent in our democ-

racy, but the real damage may lie ahead. 

 For years, scientists’ research and 

advice has informed policy and regula-

tions in matters of the environment, 

health, food safety, our fisheries and 

oceans and our natural resources, but 

these scientists are now largely ignored—

or worse, muzzled—by the government.  

 A few years ago, during an informal 

phone conversation with a former gov-

ernment advisor, I asked how scientists 

are perceived on the Hill. The advisor 

quipped that there is a special place in 

hell reserved for government scientists. 

 Scientists, with their penchant for 

embracing uncertainty and insistence 

on data, can be pesky. Scientific evi-

dence is not always useful for political 

agendas. But the taxpayers fund federal 

scientists to protect the public interest 

and weigh in on the evidence side of 

prudent decision-making.

 To this end, journalists used to be 

able to talk to scientists in government 

departments about their research, espe-

cially when it was newsworthy research 

published in peer-reviewed journals. 

Accessibility was the norm. The thrust of 

the government communications frame-

work was to encourage scientists to talk 

about their research in a timely fashion, 

and make it understandable to the public.

 This spirit of openness suffered a 

blow in 2007, when an executive policy 

for communications from Environment 

Canada called for centralized control, 

pre-approved media lines and limits on 

scientists’ ability to talk to media about 

published research. One of the stated 

aims of this new central command was 

to prevent any “surprises” to the minis-

ter or senior bureaucrats.

 When this new direction for Envi-

ronment Canada came to the attention 

of senior science reporter Margaret 

Munro, she shared it with other scien-

tists and wrote about it for Postmedia 

News. The “one department, one 
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FEBRUARY Canwest News Service 

publishes documents from Environment 

Canada outlining the new communication 

policy: “We should have one department, 

one voice.” Federal scientists are required 

to refer all media requests to Ottawa, 

and to use media lines approved by 

headquarters. According to the journal 

Nature, the new policy demonstrates a 

“manifest disregard for science.”

OCTOBER Eighty-five Canadian 

scientists call for Canada’s political 

parties to end the “politicization” and 

“mistreatment” of science.

2010

MARCH Climate Action Network Canada publishes a document from 

Environment Canada that says the tightened communication is associated 

with an 80 per cent decline in climate change stories in the Canadian media.

JUNE The Canadian Association of Journalists denounces the federal 

government’s restrictive communications strategy and apparent interference in 

the access to information system.

SEPTEMBER Postmedia News (formerly Canwest News Service) reports on 

a departmental minister withholding permission to a federal scientist from 

talking about his published research on an Arctic flood that happened 13,000 

years ago.

OCTOBER The Professional Institute of the Public Service of Canada launches 

publicscience.ca to advocate for support of science and to underline the 

importance of science for the public good. 

Federal communications policy bars scientists from talking to the media 
about their research, making it much more difficult to share key findings with the public
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GREY 
Timely access to scientific experts for the media is just one part of the issue. The 

government has also cut the budget for grey literature—the publications between a press 

release and an academic publication, written for a general audience without a science 

background to help inform decision-making. “In the last six years, the government has 

managed to largely eliminate the grey literature at Environment Canada,” says Dr. Thomas 

J. Duck, an atmospheric scientist at Dalhousie University in Halifax. “We are dealing with 

significant environmental problems and the public needs to be properly informed by the 

leading scientific experts if we are to hold our government accountable.”

voice” policy meant delays in access-

ing scientists for interviews, and exces-

sive oversight from media officers who 

crafted responses that served a political 

agenda; their role had shifted from 

facilitator to gatekeeper.

 The Canadian Science Writers’ Asso-

ciation (CSWA) and the Society of Envi-

ronmental Journalists met with senior 

bureaucrats to discuss their concerns, as 

a follow-up to a well-attended panel dis-

cussion with government officials at the 

CSWA annual conference in 2010. With 

no real recognition on the government’s 

part that a problem existed, little changed. 

 Before the 2011 federal election, 

the CSWA wrote an open letter to the 

party leaders that referred to numerous 

instances when journalists did not have 

timely access to government scientists, 

and asked what each party would do to 

improve the situation, to “free scientists 

to talk to journalists.” Only the Conser-

vative Party of Canada failed to respond. 

 A year has passed since Canadians 

elected a majority government. There 

have been minor improvements in the 

access to some scientists, but mindful of 

deadlines, fewer journalists try to speak 

with them—and fewer scientists have 

any incentive to speak with journalists.  

 Case in point: When a study about 

an unprecedented hole in the ozone 

layer above the Arctic was published 

in the journal Nature in October 2011, 

Environment Canada told the media 

that co-author Dr. David Tarasick was 

not available for comment. Dr. Thomas J. 

Duck, an atmospheric scientist and physi-

cist at Dalhousie University in Halifax, 

took calls from reporters instead. “The 

fact that Dr. Tarasick wasn’t able to speak 

was really troubling. In the House of 

Commons, the government maintained 

that Dr. Tarasick wasn’t being muzzled 

while at the same time they were sending 

out emails to reporters saying that he 

wasn’t available. It was—I’m trying to 

find Parliamentary language here—very 

dishonest,” Dr. Duck said.

 Dr. Tarasick later told Postmedia 

News:  “I’m available when media relations 

says I’m available. I have to go through 

them.” Clearly, this is not good enough.

 In February 2012, a panel discussion 

at the Annual Meeting of the American 

Association for the Advancement of 

Science in Vancouver ignited three weeks 

of media coverage, both national and 

international, on the ability of Canada’s 

2011

APRIL The Canadian Press reveals the muzzling of 

a Canadian scientist who co-wrote a report on toxic 

chemicals that were released in the Arctic. 

JULY Postmedia News reports on documents showing that 

the Department of Fisheries and Oceans stopped researcher 

Dr. Kristi Miller from giving interviews on her study of 

Fraser River sockeye salmon. Her study was published in 

the journal Science.

AUGUST Dr. Kristi Miller tells the commission studying the 

Pacific salmon fisheries that the department told her not to 

speak to the media until she testified.

OCTOBER A study published in Nature shows there’s 

an unprecedented hole in the ozone above the Arctic. 

Dr. David Tarasick, an Environment Canada researcher who 

worked on the study, is not allowed to give interviews.

2012

FEBRUARY Journalists, 

science communicators and 

the federal public service 

union call for an open 

science communication 

policy in Canada at the 

American Association 

for the Advancement of 

Science Annual Meeting 

in Vancouver. Absent from 

the “Unmuzzling Federal 

Scientists: how to reopen 

the discourse” panel, were 

representatives from the 

federal government and the 

senior bureaucracy, though 

several were invited to 

participate.

2012

APRIL In an article in the 

Ottawa Citizen, science 

reporter Tom Spears reveals 

that while it took him just 15 

minutes to talk to a scientist 

at NASA about a joint study 

with Canada’s National 

Research Council (NRC), his 

request to speak with an NRC 

scientist was denied. Spears’ 

article offers a fascinating 

glimpse into the current 

bureaucracy by including 

internal emails involving 

11 different people at NRC 

who followed his request, 

correspondence obtained after 

the fact through an ATI request. 
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federal government scientists to speak 

with journalists about their published 

research in a timely fashion. 

 In the United States, the Union 

of Concerned Scientists systematically 

approached a similar problem under 

George W. Bush’s administration, and 

crafted evidence-based guidelines for 

government communication of science. 

The essence of that document is con-

tained in the new guidelines from the 

U.S. National Oceanographic and 

Atmospheric Agency (NOAA). This 

new policy has certainly raised the bar. 

It states that scientists are free to speak to 

journalists, no exceptions. They are free 

to have a media officer present, should 

they so choose, and scientists can express 

their personal opinions provided they 

are clear the opinion is not departmen-

tally sanctioned. Indeed, change is pos-

sible; openness and transparency can be 

realized. Canadian scientists and journal-

ists need to spread the word and push for 

a similar policy.

  We may also need to re-examine 

how government science works in our 

democracy, and how best to protect 

its value. Fisheries scientist Dr. Jeffrey 

Hutchings touched on this issue in 

a paper he co-authored 15 years ago 

in the aftermath of the cod fisheries 

crisis under the Liberal government 

(“Is scientific inquiry compatible with 

government information control?” pub-

lished in the Canadian Journal of Fisher-

ies and Aquatic Sciences), concluding: 

“There is a clear and immediate need 

for Canadians to examine very seri-

ously the role of bureaucrats and poli-

ticians in the management of Canada’s 

natural resources.” The authors recom-

mended a separate scientific body that 

could operate at arm’s-length outside 

the government ministry. That obvi-

ously hasn’t happened, and possibly 

never will. But it is all the more reason 

to make sure scientific integrity is not 

compromised in a closed system that 

doesn’t allow for the checks and bal-

ances that come with transparency and 

the free flow of information.

 Canadian taxpayers expect the 

government to craft policies that will 

protect our health and our environ-

ment and  ensure our resources are 

safeguarded for generations to come. 

Journalists need access to experts for 

information that supports or reveals 

evidence to the contrary. We also need 

to tell stories in which science shines a 

light on our daily lives. Many of these 

issues are not the least controversial. But 

even if they turn out to be, that is the 

chance our politicians take when they 

talk about accountability.

 We need to work to make sure 

that we build a case for transparency 

and accessibility. To do so, we need 

to gather more evidence, document 

existing communications policies and 

examine the language we use. We also 

need to find funds to research the links 

between a Canadian electorate that is 

science-aware and strong journalistic 

practice in advancing evidence-based 

policymaking. Now that the interna-

tional media has picked up our message, 

we need to convince the public and 

the current government that muzzling 

scientists is irresponsible, regressive, dis-

honest and, ultimately, a mug’s game.

Kathryn O’Hara is an associate professor 

of journalism at Carleton University where 

she holds the CTV Chair in Science 

Broadcast Journalism.

“For research results to 

change policy, government 

scientists need direct 

access to the public in 

order to explain the policy 

implications of their work 

through the news media. 

Without that, it would be 

tempting for governments 

to ignore research results 

that do not suit them.” 

—BBC News science 

correspondent PALLAB 

GHOSH, in a column about 

the Canadian government’s 

muzzling of scientists

“Why aren’t there people 

inside going on strike over 

this? The answer is the ways 

that pressure is applied 

and scientific issues are 

manipulated are often subtle 

to the inexperienced or 

unaware scientific employee 

of government.” 

—DR. MICHELE BRILL-

EDWARDS, a Health Canada 

whistleblower who resigned 

over industry interference and 

political manipulation during 

the drug approvals process in 

the 1990s

“In general, [the 

American Association 

for the Advancement of 

Science] expects open 

and transparent science 

communication, other 

than when national 

security is involved. If, in 

fact, scientists are being 

muzzled anywhere in the 

world, that is unacceptable 

and not in the public’s best 

interests. The purpose of 

science is the betterment of 

humankind and we can’t do 

that job if our findings will 

be distorted or suppressed.”

—ALAN I. LESHNER, CEO 

American Association for the 

Advancement of Science

 

“Canadians have the right 

to learn more about the 

science they support and 

to have unfettered access 

to the expertise of publicly 

funded scientists.”

—From an OPEN LETTER to 

Prime Minister Stephen Harper, 

co-signed by the Association 

des communicateurs 

scientifiques du Québec (ACS), 

the Association science et bien 

commun (ASBC), the Canadian 

Science Writers’ Association 

(CSWA), the Professional 

Institute of the Public Service 

of Canada (PIPSC), the 

World Federation of Science 

Journalists (WFSJ), and CJFE


