Global Perspective: Acid Rain: Canada Versus the United States

“U.S. foot-dragging and interference in the development of scientific information has reached frustrating proportions.” These words, spoken by the Honorable John Roberts, Canadian Minister of the Environment, sum up the confrontation between Canada and the United States regarding the question of acid deposition.  Canadians have long contended that much of the acid deposition in their country originates in the United States.  They are very concerned because 2.5 million square kilometers of Canada are highly susceptible to acid deposition.

With the signing of the Memorandum of Intent on Transboundary Air Pollution in 1980, the United States and Canada took the first step to cooperatively reduce the amount of acid deposition.  The memorandum created scientific groups to study the problems of air pollution.  After two years of study, there was still no accord.  The Canadians accused the Reagan administration of delaying the studies, and the United States accused the Canadians of acting too rapidly.

In 1982, Canada suggested a mutual 50 percent reduction of sulfur dioxide by 1990.  Citing a lack of research, the United States did not agree with the plan.  This prompted the Environment Minister to state, “Always the constant refrain rings out from the administration that nothing is proven, and that an indefinite amount of further study is needed, not prompt action.  Well, we can’t wait.  Our lakes and forests are literally dying.”


In fact, the dispute reached such proportions that in 1983 the U.S. Department of Justice ruled that a Canadian-produced film on acid rain had to be labeled as political propaganda before it could be shown in the United States.  The U.S. Department of Justice also required that the names of U.S. groups viewing the film be reported to the Justice Department.  This attitude prompted the Canadian Minister of the Environment to observe, “It sounds like something you would expect from the Soviet Union, not the United States.”


In his 1984 State of the Union Address, President Reagan affirmed that the United States would take no direct action regarding the question of acid deposition other than to continue to research the problem.  Later that year, the Canadians announced a goal of reducing acid deposition by 50 percent and trusted that the United States would join them.  However, the possibility seemed remote, for in May 1984, the House subcommittee voted against a bill to reduce the emissions of sulfur dioxide by 10 million metric tons by 1993.  This killed any U.S. action regarding reduced acid deposition for 1984.


During the Bush administration, there was a softening of attitudes toward transboundary air pollution.  The 1990 Clean Air Act set in place a set of rules that is significantly lowering the amount of acid precipitation in the United States and is resulting in less acid rain crossing the border into Canada.  As evidence of this change in attitude, President Bush and Prime Minister Mulroney signed an agreement in 1991 to cooperate in reducing transboundary air pollution.
