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About Dr. Dianne Saxe: 

 

Dr. Dianne Saxe’s career in environmental 

law spans over forty years. From 2015 to 

2019, Dr. Saxe was unanimously appointed 

by all MPPs to the Environmental 

Commissioner of Ontario. In this role, she 

was an independent officer of the 

Legislature who reported on Ontario’s 

environmental, energy, and climate 

performance. Currently, she heads Saxe 

Facts, an organization providing strategic 

advice on climate change and the 

environment. Her main vision is to inspire 

people to act on environmental issues. 

 

1. I know you’re going to lecture on this 

shortly, but do you have any predictions 

for Ontario’s appeal to the SCC 

regarding the decision on the 

Greenhouse Gas Pollution Pricing Act? 

 

Well, I am not a constitutional law expert, I 

am an environmental and climate expert, 

but I think the decision of the Ontario Court 

of Appeal was very well written, very well 

reasoned and I would expect the Supreme 

Court [of Canada] to uphold it. 

 

2. As I understand, carbon pricing is a 

mechanism meant to price carbon 

pollution on large industries, providing 

an incentive to reduce carbon.  

 

Take out the “on large industries” and that’s 

right. 

 

3. Do you believe the mechanism in the 

federal Greenhouse Gas Pollution Pricing 

Act is an effective measure? 

 

There are two mechanisms under the 

federal Greenhouse Gas Pricing Act. One is 

for large industries, one is for everybody 

else who uses fossil fuels. It’s a common 

misbelief that carbon pricing is only about 

industry. In fact, most of the carbon 

pollution, especially in Ontario, comes 

from individuals. 

 

So carbon pricing is a tool to provide 

financial incentive for reducing climate 

pollution. It [also] rewards innovation [and] 

levels the playing field because fossil fuels 

have been subsidized with public money for 

a hundred years and continue to receive 

very large subsidies, so carbon pricing 

levels the playing field. 

 

4. Are there any international 

mechanisms combating climate change 

that you’re excited about? 

 

Well, the Paris Agreement was a bloody 

miracle, and one of the reasons I’m very 

concerned about this election is that if 

Canada turns away from serious climate 

action, which two of the parties running 

propose to do, I think we put the Paris 

Agreement in real jeopardy. It is our best 

chance of not being toasted, roasted, and 

grilled. We’re in serious trouble, the 

window is closing. 

 

So the Paris Agreement definitely excites 

me, and that requires all countries to do 

what they can. Especially the rich dirty ones 

and, you know, there are nearly 200 

countries in the world and Canada is in the 
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top 10 polluters - not just per capita, but as 

a country. We are really big polluters. 

 

5. Since Canada does contribute greatly 

to global pollution, aside from federal 

actions, is there anything in Nova Scotia, 

locally or provincially, that you think is 

going well? 

 

Well, Nova Scotia is at least going to have 

cap-and-trade system. It’s a very little one 

and not very ambitious, but it’s a place to 

start. I think that the regional municipality 

of Halifax having adopted the climate 

emergency declaration in January this 

year—that’s a really good sign. It will only 

count if they put real money behind it. I 

understand that they are waiting for a report 

back to Council later this year. 

 

And so there’s a lot of people who are 

coming to understand the issue, and 

understand that we really have to make 

serious changes and fast. But I won’t get 

really excited until we start making those 

changes. Talking about it is an 

improvement, but it’s not action. 

 

6. It’s been like this for years, though, 

government’s inaction towards climate 

change. 

 

I think it’s starting to come home to more 

and more people. I mean I just walked 

passed that crane that fell down a block 

from my hotel [a month ago] and it’s still 

there a month later. Because it’s difficult 

and expensive and complicated to clean up 

even one crane that falls down in a strong 

wind—the impacts of the climate crisis are 

just starting to accelerate, we haven’t 

reached the “new normal”, we are just 

beginning to see the end of normal. So, 

more and more people are becoming aware 

that we have to be frightened, we have to 

take action, and that the window is closing. 

 

It was very interesting to see the report from 

Environmental Defence that the fossil fuel 

industry has met with government on 

average four times a day for the last seven 

years, and very often trying to prevent more 

rapid action on climate. So, it’s going to 

take public action, public demands. 

 

Social scientists tell us that if 3.5% of the 

population changes, then that could be 

enough. Are we getting close to 3.5%? 

Well, Quebec had 500 000 people on the 

street a couple of weeks ago. No place else 

in the country did. It’s still possible. 

 

7. I read a feature on your MJSDL 

Keynote Lecture—Environmental 

Accountability in Ontario, and you had 

mentioned the challenges you faced as 

Commissioner, especially regarding the 

government of the day and their political 

priorities. As an environmental lawyer, 

can you speak about the differences 

between the Commissioner role and your 

previous work as an environmental 

lawyer? Any similar challenges or tasks? 

 

There have always been challenges. I don’t 

think there’s been an easy year since I 

started in 1974. But as an environmental 

lawyer in practice, my focus was how can I 

solve my client’s problem, what can I do for 

my clients—that’s the job of a lawyer in 

practice. As commissioner, my job was 

what could I do for the province, which is a 

much harder, much better question, and 

now without my office or my staff, the 

question is how can I inspire people to act? 

So that’s what I’m trying to do! 
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8. Do you have any thoughts on the 

Children’s Rights litigation in Quebec? 

 

Great idea, worth a try. I mean law is slow, 

litigation (like the Children’s Rights 

litigation) usually doesn’t work. But it’s 

still worth a try, and every once in awhile 

you get amazing out of it, as happened in 

the [Friends of the Oldman River Society v. 

Canada (Minister of Transport) [1992] 1 

SCR 3] case. It does happen from time to 

time. 

 

9. Since the Weldon Times circulates 

around the law building, do you have any 

suggestions for law students about 

climate action? 

So one thing I was thinking is that every law 

school needs to redo their curriculum, to 

deal with sustainability, particularly 

climate, at every stage. If you’re talking 

about breach of contract, is anybody talking 

about how a force majeure has changed? 

Act of God isn’t what it used to be. Most 

lawyers and law schools are ignoring the 

climate issue, and one of the great things 

about being a law student is that you learn 

how the world really works, how decisions 

are made, how conflicts are resolved. [The] 

climate crisis is going to make those 

conflicts harder and bigger and tougher, so 

law students need to have those skills [and] 

they need to understand at least the basics 

of the science and be able to think about 

these challenges in every part of their 

curriculum, so ask your dean what they’re 

doing about it. 

Also, please ask them to look at my 

website: saxefacts.com, @envirolaw1, 

dsaxe@saxefacts.com! 


