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Canada and Sweden are widely regarded as among
the world's best in the sport of hockey and in the
pursuit of environmental excellence. Canada has
won more medals than any other nation in Olympic
hockey history, although our last gold came in 1952.
Sweden won its only gold medal in 1994, beating
Canada in a shootout after the teams played to a tie
through regulation and a period of overtime.

What happens when Canada and Sweden go head
to head to see who has the superior record in pro-
tecting the environment? Canada's government
claims that "Canada's environmental record is
among the best in the world."1 However, Sweden
recently finished first in a study of the sustainabili-
ty of 180 nations.2

This study examines ten key environmental indica-
tors covering a range of issues--air, water, energy,
biodiversity, marine, waste, climate change, agri-
culture, and sustainable development. All of the
statistical data comes from reports published by the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development (OECD).

Executive Summary

SWEDEN CLOBBERS CANADA 9-1

The results of this comparison will disappoint
Canadians concerned about our record of environ-
mental protection. Sweden clobbers Canada 9-1. In
other words, Sweden outperforms Canada on nine
out of ten environmental indicators. Canada barely
avoids a Swedish shutout, outperforming Sweden
on only one indicator. 

Canadians, both in total and on a per capita basis,
generate more air pollution than Swedes. We use
more than five times as much water. We use energy
much less efficiently. We generate far more munici-
pal waste. More of our sewage goes untreated. We
use more pesticides. We produce far more green-
house gases. Our fisheries are being depleted more
rapidly. We provide substantially less assistance to
developing countries to facilitate their sustainable
development. On the other hand, Canada has pro-
tected a slightly higher percentage of land in parks. 

A slightly brighter picture emerges when trends in
environmental performance are examined. Since
1980, Canada's performance has improved on five
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of the ten key environmental indicators. We have
made progress in reducing air pollution, improving
sewage treatment, reducing municipal waste,
improving energy efficiency, and creating new pro-
tected areas. On the other hand, Sweden's environ-
mental record is improving on seven of the ten indi-
cators, and the Swedes are improving faster than
Canada. 

REASONS FOR SWEDEN'S
ENVIRONMENTAL SUPERIORITY

Sweden's superiority comes despite close similari-
ties between the two nations in climate, economy,
and standard of living. Both of these northern,
industrialized nations derive 2% of their GDP from
agriculture, 27% from industry, and 70% from serv-
ices. As a result, differences in environmental law
and policy appear to account for the difference in
performance between the two nations.

To begin with, Sweden has a bold national strategy
to achieve sustainability within a generation (i.e. by
the year 2025). Sweden recognizes that "the use of
resources in this part of the world must be reduced
significantly if the earth's ecosystems are to be capa-
ble of maintaining a growing population and if liv-
ing standards are to be raised in the developing
world."3 Sweden has passed laws setting general
goals, specific targets, and timelines for improving
environmental performance in 15 key areas.

Sweden, unlike Canada, uses innovative economic
policies to reduce pressure on the environment. In
particular, Sweden has moved toward full-cost
pricing of environmental goods and services by
removing subsidies and implementing environ-
mental taxes. Sweden has also aggressively pur-
sued improvements in efficiency, using less energy
and fewer resources to produce the same quantity
of goods and services. Using these policies Sweden
has stabilized its greenhouse gas emissions,
enjoyed a surge in renewable energy, decreased

pesticide use by over 80%, caused organic agricul-
ture to blossom, and decreased total water use by
34%. In contrast, Canadian greenhouse gas emis-
sions, pesticide use, and water consumption are
high and increasing.

IMPROVING CANADA'S
ENVIRONMENTAL PERFORMANCE

Sweden provides a role model for Canada to emu-
late. Canada has a long history of importing the
best Swedish hockey players, dating back to Borje
Salming's debut with the Toronto Maple Leafs in
the 1970s. Canadian hockey teams continue to ben-
efit from importing the best Swedish hockey play-
ers, such as Mats Sundin (Toronto Maple Leafs),
Tommy Salo (Edmonton Oilers), Markus Naslund
and Mattias Ohlund (Vancouver Canucks), and
Daniel Alfredsson (Ottawa Senators). 

Now Canada needs to begin importing the best of
Sweden's environmental laws and policies. Critics
said Borje Salming would never adjust to the differ-
ent style of hockey played in North America.
However, Salming and his countrymen--Sundin,
Naslund, Ohlund, Salo and Alfredsson and others-
-have put those fears to rest. Similarly, Swedish
environmental laws and policies will need to be
adjusted but should prove equally effective in
Canada.

In 1994 Canada suffered a heart-breaking loss to
Sweden in the gold medal hockey game of the
Olympics. Now in 2002, Canada is badly outclassed
in a comparison of environmental records.

Each of these experiences provides Canada with
motivation to improve. Just as we strive to be the
best in the world at hockey, Canada should strive to
be the best in the world in protecting the environ-
ment. This report shows how far we have to go.

Canada vs. Sweden: An Environmental Face-off
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ENVIRONMENTAL INDICATOR WINNER

1. CLIMATE CHANGE SWEDEN
Greenhouse Gas Emissions (tonnes of CO2/capita)

2. AIR POLLUTION SWEDEN
Sulphur Oxides and Nitrogen Oxides (kg/capita)

3. WATER POLLUTION SWEDEN
Sewage Treatment (% of population served)

4. WATER CONSUMPTION SWEDEN
Water Consumption (cubic metres/capita)

5. WASTE SWEDEN
Municipal Waste (kg/capita)

6. BIODIVERSITY CANADA
Protected Areas (% of land designated as protected)

7. MARINE SWEDEN
Fisheries (total volume caught)

8. ENERGY EFFICIENCY SWEDEN
Energy Efficiency (tonnes of oil equivalent/$1000 GDP)

9. AGRICULTURE SWEDEN
Pesticide Use (tonnes of active ingredients/capita)

10. SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT SWEDEN
Official Development Assistance (% of GDP)

February 2002

Ten Key
Environmental Indicators
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INTRODUCTION

There are many similarities between Canada and
Sweden. Both are northern, industrialized nations,
widely recognized as enjoying standards of living
that are among the world's best. Both Canada and
Sweden are renowned for their universal medicare
systems, their excellence in winter sports, and for
their compassionate societies. The two countries
also have remarkably similar economies. Both
Sweden and Canada derive 27% of their GDP from
industry, 70% from services and 2% from agricul-
ture.4 Canada is closely connected to the much larg-
er United States economy while Sweden enjoys a
similar relationship with Europe. 

Canada has won 12 medals in Olympic hockey,
more than any other nation. However, of Canada's
five gold medals, the most recent came in 1952.
Sweden has won seven medals in Olympic hockey
competition. Sweden won its lone gold medal in
1994 in a nerve-wracking overtime shootout victory
against Canada, thanks to a goal by Peter Forsberg.

To be sure, there are differences between the two
nations. Canada is much larger, has three times the
population, and enjoys a greater degree of cultural
diversity. Canada plays a more physical style of
hockey, dumping the puck into the offensive zone
while Sweden relies on finesse and pinpoint pass-
ing. However, given the many broad similarities, an
examination of the two countries' performance on
environmental protection is warranted. 

Both Canada and Sweden have enjoyed high pro-
files on specific environmental issues. Canada was
a leader in the development of international agree-
ments relating to the protection of the ozone layer,
such as the Montreal Protocol on Substances that
Deplete the Ozone Layer. Canada is also home to
Ballard Power Systems, global leaders in the fuel
cell technology that promises a clean energy future.
Sweden played a leadership role in negotiations

leading to the Stockholm Convention on Persistent
Organic Pollutants dealing with the elimination of
particularly dangerous toxic chemicals. Sweden is
also the birthplace of a program called the Natural
Step, a set of science-based principles intended to
guide the transformation to sustainability.

OVERVIEW

This study examines ten key environmental indica-
tors covering a range of issues--air pollution, water
pollution, water consumption, energy efficiency,
biodiversity, marine resources, municipal waste, cli-
mate change, agriculture, and sustainable develop-
ment.
For each indicator, the environmental issue is intro-
duced, Canada and Sweden's records are compared
and trends are assessed. The Conclusion evaluates
the primary reasons for the difference in environ-
mental performance between the two nations.

SOURCES OF INFORMATION

The data used in this report are primarily from the
Organization for Economic Cooperation and
Development's 2001 publication called Key
Environmental Indicators.5 Other data are from the
OECD's Environmental Data Compendium, 1999.6

Canada vs. Sweden: An Environmental Face-off
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CLIMATE CHANGE 
Greenhouse Gas Emissions

The Environmental Issue
It is widely acknowledged that emissions of green-
house gases by human society are causing climate
change on a global scale.7 Most greenhouse gas
emissions are caused by the burning of fossil fuels
for energy and by industrial processes such as
petroleum refining and cement manufacturing. The
dominant greenhouse gases from human activities
are carbon dioxide, methane, and nitrous oxide. 

Climate change is expected to cause rising sea lev-
els (threatening millions of people), changing pre-
cipitation patterns, thinning of polar ice caps, heat
waves, floods, droughts, water shortages, changes
in disease patterns, and disruptions of forests and
agriculture. Northern nations like Canada and
Sweden are expected to be particularly hard hit.
The Canadian Arctic is already experiencing
warmer weather, shorter winters, melting per-
mafrost, wildlife impacts and disruptions of tradi-
tional Inuit lifestyles.

Average winter temperatures are the same in
Toronto and Stockholm. Canada and Sweden both
signed the United Nations Framework Convention on
Climate Change in 1992, and pledged to stabilize
greenhouse gas emissions at 1990 levels by the year
2000. In 1997, Canada signed the Kyoto Protocol, for-
mally committing to reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions by 6% below 1990 levels by 2010. Sweden
committed to reduce greenhouse gas emissions by
8% below 1990 levels by 2010.

Canada vs. Sweden
Canadians produce 16.84 tonnes of carbon dioxide,
per person, per year. Swedes produce less than half
this amount, at 6.36 tonnes of carbon dioxide, per
person, per year. Canada's total carbon dioxide
emissions were 515,375,000 tonnes, while Sweden's
were 56,640,000 tonnes.

The Trend
Canadian greenhouse gas emissions continue to
rise, despite a series of government initiatives that
have relied largely on education and voluntary
measures. Canadian greenhouse gas emissions are
up by more than 15% since 1990, despite govern-
ment commitments to stabilize emissions at 1990
levels. Swedish greenhouse gas emissions stabi-
lized between 1990 and 1999.8

OECD Rankings
Canada is a dismal 27th out of 29 OECD nations in
greenhouse gas emissions per capita. Sweden ranks
5th out of 29.9

February 2002

Winner: Sweden



AIR POLLUTION 
Sulphur Oxides and Nitrogen Oxides

The Environmental Issue
Sulphur oxides are hazardous to both human
health and the environment. The health impacts of
sulphur dioxide include asthma attacks, eye irrita-
tion, coughing, and chest pain. Sulphur dioxide is
one of the ingredients of acid rain, which harms
aquatic ecosystems such as rivers, lakes and wet-
lands, affecting fish and amphibians. Acid rain also
harms forests and crops, by removing nutrients
from the soil. Sulphur dioxide is primarily pro-
duced at stationary sites, such as power plants,
pulp mills, smelters, petroleum refineries and facto-
ries. 

Nitrogen oxides are a component of smog, ground
level ozone and acid rain. Nitrogen oxide emissions
result from the combustion of fossil fuels--mainly
by vehicles, electricity generation and industrial
processes. Again, nitrogen oxides are hazardous to
human health and the environment. 

The health impacts of exposure to smog include
impaired lung function in the short term as well as
accelerated deterioration in lung function over the
long term. Children and people with chronic respi-
ratory disorders and cardiopulmonary disease are
particularly vulnerable to air pollution. Medical
studies show that air pollution causes childhood
asthma, which has increased dramatically in
Canada in recent years.

Canada vs. Sweden
Sweden produces 10.3 kg of sulphur dioxide emis-
sions per capita. Canada produces 88.9 kg of sul-
phur dioxide emissions per capita, more than eight
times the Swedish level.

Sweden produces 38.1 kg of nitrogen dioxide emis-
sions per capita. Canada produces 67.1 kg of nitro-

gen dioxide emissions per capita, almost twice the
Swedish level.

The Trends
There is some good news with respect to air pollu-
tion, in that Canada's performance is improving.
Since 1985, Canada's emissions of sulphur dioxide
have decreased by 15.3%. However, Sweden has
reduced sulphur dioxide emissions by 80% over the
same period, reflecting much more impressive
progress in addressing this source of air pollution.

Since 1980, Canada's emissions of nitrogen dioxide
have decreased by 1.6%. Sweden has reduced nitro-
gen dioxide emissions by 24.8% over the same peri-
od.

OECD Rankings
Canada ranks an embarrassing 27th out of 28
OECD nations in per capita sulphur dioxide emis-
sions and 25th out of 28 in nitrogen dioxide emis-
sions per capita, while Sweden ranks 5th and 18th
respectively out of 28.10

Canada vs. Sweden: An Environmental Face-off
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WATER POLLUTION 
Municipal Sewage Treatment

The Environmental Issue
Municipal sewage is a major source of water pollu-
tion, posing a threat to both human health and
aquatic environments. In addition to human excre-
ment, sewage contains hundreds of chemicals and
other toxic pollutants from households, businesses
and industrial operations. Both untreated (raw) and
inadequately treated sewage cause water pollution.
Coastal areas in both eastern and western Canada
are closed for fishing, swimming, and shellfish har-
vesting because of unsafe levels of faecal coliform
bacteria. Swedish coastal areas that were once
closed are now open due to progress in reducing
water pollution. In fact, it is now possible to fish for
salmon in the river running through Stockholm,
Sweden's capital.11

Canada vs. Sweden
The percentage of the population served by public
sewage treatment in Canada is 79%, whereas in
Sweden the percentage of the population served by
public sewage treatment is an impressive 93%, one
of the highest rates in the world.

When the figures are looked at more closely to
examine the degree of sewage treatment being pro-
vided, Sweden comes out even further ahead.
There are three levels of sewage treatment--pri-
mary, secondary and tertiary--which provide pro-
gressively more effective treatment. In Sweden,
87% of the population is served by tertiary treat-
ment, the best available treatment. In Canada, only
33% of the population is served by tertiary treat-
ment, while 19% still have access to only crude pri-
mary treatment, the least effective form of sewage
treatment.

The Trend
The percentage of Canadians served by sewage
treatment has been steadily rising, from 64% in 1980
to the current level of 78%. Much remains to be
done, as over 90 Canadian municipalities still dis-
charge raw, untreated sewage, including three
provincial capitals (Victoria, Halifax and St.
John's).12 Sweden's percentage of people served by
sewage treatment increased from 82% in 1980 to the
current level of 93%, including a large jump in the
proportion of people served by tertiary treatment.

OECD Rankings
Canada ranks 9th out of 29 OECD countries in terms
of the percentage of population receiving public
sewage treatment. Sweden ranks 3rd out of 29. 

February 2002
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WATER CONSUMPTION 
Water Consumption

The Environmental Issue
High levels of water use cause both environmental
and economic problems. On the environmental
side, high consumption places stress on rivers,
lakes and groundwater aquifers and may require
dams and flooding with serious ecological impacts.
As well, the discharge of polluted water once it has
been used damages aquatic ecosystems.

On the economic side, high levels of water use
require ever-increasing and expensive investments
in water system infrastructure needed to gather,
deliver and dispose of water (dams, reservoirs,
water treatment facilities, distribution networks
and sewage treatment).

Both Sweden and Canada obtain the majority of
their water from surface sources such as lakes,
rivers and reservoirs. However pressure on
groundwater is increasing in both countries, more
rapidly in Canada. 

Canada vs. Sweden
Sweden uses 310 cubic metres of water per person
per year. Canada uses 1,600 cubic metres of water
per person per year, more than five times the
Swedish level of water consumption. These figures
do not include water diverted for purposes of gen-
erating hydroelectricity.

Canada has been criticized repeatedly by the OECD
for our excessive use of water.14 The main reason
for Canadians' excessive use of water is that water
in Canada is heavily subsidized, failing to reflect
either the infrastructure costs or the value of the
ecological services provided by water in nature.

The Trend
Since 1980, overall water use in Canada has
increased by 25.7%. In contrast, Sweden has
decreased its overall water use by 34% since 1980.

OECD Rankings
Canada ranks a dismal 28th among the 29 nations
of the OECD in terms of water consumption.
Sweden ranks 7th out of 29.15

Canada vs. Sweden: An Environmental Face-off
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WASTE Municipal Waste

The Environmental Issue
Municipal waste contributes to several environ-
mental problems including habitat destruction, sur-
face and groundwater pollution and other forms of
air, soil and water contamination. Depending on
the disposal method, there may be other negative
consequences, such as the creation of toxic sub-
stances through incineration. Landfills also emit
methane (which contributes to global warming)
and other gases.

Over 90% of Canada's municipal waste goes to
landfill sites, with a small percentage incinerated.
The result is problems such as those faced by met-
ropolitan Toronto, which is experiencing difficulty
finding a viable landfill location for its garbage.
Although in theory there is plenty of room in
Canada for landfill sites, few locations are without
vocal opposition from local communities and resi-
dents. 

Municipal waste is also very expensive. Swedes
and Canadians spend billions annually to collect,
transport, and dispose of municipal waste.

Canada vs. Sweden
Canadians produced 490 kg of municipal waste per
person in 1997. Swedes generated 360 kg of munic-
ipal waste per person in 1997.

The Trend
Between 1980 and 1997, municipal waste per capita
in Canada declined by 3.9%. However the decrease
in municipal waste per capita has been more than
offset by the increase in population during this peri-
od. Total municipal waste generated in Canada rose
by 17% between 1980 and 1997. Swedish levels of
waste production are declining, both per capita and
in total.

OECD Rankings

Canada ranks 18th out of 29 OECD nations in terms
of municipal waste per person. Sweden ranks 5th
out of 29 nations.

February 2002
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BIODIVERSITY 
Protected Areas

The Environmental Issue
A protected area is a geographic region in which
certain activities that cause ecological damage are
restricted or prohibited. Originally created to pro-
mote recreation and tourism, protected areas are
now viewed as critical wildlife conservation areas--
the modern equivalent of Noah's Ark. The primary
goals of protected areas are to maintain biodiversi-
ty, allow ecological processes to continue, and pro-
vide recreational opportunities. Protected areas in
Canada include national parks, provincial parks,
ecological reserves, wildlife management areas and
conservation areas.

It is important to recognize that parks are not a
panacea for conserving biodiversity. According to
Environment Canada, "protected areas are increas-
ingly affected by habitat fragmentation and alter-
ation due to the effects of development, competi-
tion and disease from exotic or non-native plant
and animal species and pressures from tourism and
recreational facilities."16 Parks Canada admits that
38 out of Canada's 39 national parks are suffering
from serious ecological stresses.17

Canada vs. Sweden
With 9.6% of Canada's land mass protected, Canada
is ahead of Sweden, where only 8.1% of the land is
protected.

The World Conservation Union (IUCN) has a clas-
sification system for protected areas that includes
six categories. Categories I-III are areas where
industrial resource extraction (mining, logging,
hydroelectric dams, oil and gas exploration) is
strictly prohibited. Categories IV-VI are areas where
looser standards apply. If one looks at the percent-
age of land in the IUCN's strict conservation cate-
gories, Canada's performance is less impressive,

falling to 4.32% protected. This is largely because
many provinces continue to allow industrial activi-
ties like logging, mining and oil and gas develop-
ment within protected areas under their jurisdic-
tion. In comparison, 4.54% of Sweden is strictly off
limits to industrial development.

The Trend
Canada has made significant strides in recent
decades at both the federal and provincial levels.
The percentage of Canada that is protected has
risen from 5.5% in the early 1980s to 9.6% in the late
1990s.18 In comparison, progress in Sweden has
been slower.

OECD Rankings
Canada ranks 13th of 29 nations in the OECD in the
area of land in protected areas. Sweden places 19th
out of 29.19

Canada vs. Sweden: An Environmental Face-off
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MARINE 
Fisheries

The Environmental Issue
The volume of wild fish captured annually is an
indicator of the pressure being placed on fish pop-
ulations and aquatic ecosystems (both marine and
freshwater). Declines in total fish catch are primari-
ly due to over-fishing, although pollution, habitat
destruction, climate change, and the introduction of
exotic species are also factors. In some cases,
declines in total fish caught may reflect the enforce-
ment of stricter conservation measures.

The following data includes fish caught in both
marine and fresh water ecosystems but excludes
aquaculture.

Canada vs. Sweden
In terms of the total volume of fish caught in 1997,
Canada weighed in with 945 million kilograms.
Sweden's total catch is 357 million kilograms.

The Trend
The total volume of fish caught in Canada has fall-
en 43% since 1980, and an even more precipitous
73% since 1990. The majority of this decline is due
to ecological catastrophes on both coasts. In
Atlantic Canada, cod populations crashed in the
late 1980s and early 1990s because of over-fishing.
In British Columbia, salmon populations plummet-
ed for a variety of reasons including over-fishing,
habitat destruction, and pollution.

In Sweden, the volume of fish caught is 42% above
1990 levels. In both nations, the volume of fish
raised in aquaculture operations is rising.

OECD Rankings
Canada is 20th out of 29 in volume of fish caught
while Sweden ranks 13th out of 29.20

ENERGY 
Energy Efficiency

The Environmental Issue
Energy efficiency measures the amount of energy
required to produce a certain amount of Gross
Domestic Product (GDP). The more energy efficient
a country becomes, the lower the environmental
impacts of both producing and using energy, unless
economic growth and population growth out-pace
increases in energy efficiency. Energy efficiency not
only has environmental implications but also eco-
nomic consequences. Weak energy efficiency
undermines a country's international competitive-
ness because using more energy generally means
goods and services are produced at a higher cost.

Canada vs. Sweden
Canada uses 0.30 tonnes of energy to generate
$1,000 U.S. worth of GDP. Sweden uses 0.23 tonnes
of energy to generate $1,000 U.S. worth of GDP. In
other words, Sweden is roughly 25% more energy
efficient than Canada.

The Trend
There is a glimmer of hope to be found in the fact
that Canada's energy efficiency has increased con-
siderably, by 21%, since 1980. Sweden's energy effi-
ciency has increased at the same rate, by 21% since
1980. Despite increasing energy efficiency, the gains
were more than offset by Canada's growing popu-
lation and economic growth, so that total energy
consumption continued to increase. Between 1980
and 1997, Canadian energy consumption grew by
20.3%. For the same period, the increase in Swedish
energy use was only 1.7%.

OECD Rankings
Canada ranks a dismal 28th out of 29 OECD coun-
tries in terms of energy efficiency, behind countries
like Mexico, Turkey, Poland and Portugal. Sweden
ranks 22nd.21
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AGRICULTURE 
Pesticides

The Environmental Issue
Pesticides, including herbicides, insecticides and
fungicides, are widely used in agriculture.
However, many of the chemicals used in pesticides
pose threats to human health and the environment.
Pesticides cause a wide range of environmental
impacts including degradation of habitat, con-
tributing to loss of biodiversity and water pollu-
tion.

Humans can be harmed by pesticides during the
application process or through pesticide residues in
food and water. Many pesticides include ingredi-
ents that are persistent (i.e. they do not breakdown
in the environment), highly mobile, and capable of
bioaccumulating (i.e. building up in the food
chain). These toxic substances can affect the
immune system, harm the reproductive system and
cause cancer. 

Canada vs. Sweden
Sweden uses 170 kg of pesticides per 1000 inhabi-
tants, the lowest level of pesticide use in the OECD.
Canada uses more than five times as much per per-
son, 950kg of pesticides per 1000 inhabitants. In
total, Canada used 29,206,000 kg of pesticides in
1994. Sweden used a total of 1,527,000 kg of pesti-
cides in 1997. Canada has more arable land but both
countries generate 2% of their GDP through agri-
culture.

The Trend
According to OECD data, pesticide use in Canada
appears to be declining, by 26% since 1985.
However, Statistics Canada recently published fig-
ures indicating that pesticide use in Canada rose
over 400% between 1970 and 1995.22 The OECD

points out that Canada's "survey coverage has var-
ied greatly (different active ingredients, registrants
and products); survey trends therefore may not
reflect actual trends but simply changes in the sur-
vey coverage."23 Canada's Commissioner for the
Environment and Sustainable Development said in
his 1999 report to Parliament that Canada has no
ability to accurately measure amounts of pesticides
used and released into the environment. This infor-
mation is needed to monitor the risks to health,
safety and the environment."24

Sweden has decreased pesticide use by more than
80% since 1980 by charging special taxes on pesti-
cides and aggressively promoting organic agricul-
ture. In contrast, in Canada pesticide sales are
exempt from the federal Goods and Services Tax
(GST).

OECD Rankings
Canada ranks 22nd out of 28 OECD nations in pes-
ticide use per capita. Sweden ranks 1st, meaning
they use less pesticides per capita than any other
OECD nation.25

Canada vs. Sweden: An Environmental Face-off
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SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT 
Official Development Assistance

The Environmental Issue
Official development assistance, or foreign aid, con-
sists of loans, grants, technical assistance, and other
forms of cooperation extended by governments to
developing countries. A significant proportion of
official development assistance is aimed at promot-
ing sustainable development in poorer countries,
particularly through natural resource conservation,
environmental protection, and family planning pro-
grams.

Internationally, 0.7% is seen as a threshold that all
industrialized nations should surpass. Canadian
Prime Ministers dating back to Lester Pearson have
promised to raise Canadian assistance to this level
but the promises have never been fulfilled. In con-
trast, Scandinavian nations consistently exceed the
0.7% threshold.

Canada vs. Sweden
In 1998, the most recent year for which the OECD
had data, Canada dedicated 0.29% of its GDP to
official development assistance. Sweden achieved
more than twice the Canadian level, contributing
0.71% of its GDP to official development assistance. 

The Trend
Since 1980, the percentage of GDP that Canada ded-
icates to official development assistance has fallen
by 32.6%. The percentage of GDP that Sweden ded-
icates to official development assistance has fallen
by 8.9% but still exceeds the internationally accept-
ed threshold of 0.7% of GDP. Indeed, Sweden has
managed to consistently keep ODA above this
threshold for more than twenty years.

OECD Rankings
Despite Canada's international reputation as a com-
passionate nation, we rank only 11th among the 20
OECD nations for whom data is available. Sweden
ranks 4th.26
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CONCLUSION

Based on this analysis of ten key environmental
indicators, Sweden has a much better environmen-
tal record than Canada. Sweden comes out ahead of
Canada on nine of the ten indicators examined,
nearly posting a shutout. Sweden is superior on
indicators related to climate change, air pollution,
water pollution, water use, waste generation, fish-
eries, energy efficiency, pesticide use, and official
development assistance. The lone indicator where
Canada comes out ahead is in protected areas.

The Swedish superiority comes despite close simi-
larities between the two nations in climate, econo-
my, and standard of living. As a result, differences
in environmental law and policy appear to account
for the difference in performance between the two
nations. Canada has relied on a regulatory
approach similar to that used in the United States
and increasingly, on ineffective voluntary pro-
grams. Sweden, in contrast, has combined regula-
tions with a range of innovative policies designed
to reshape its economy so as to place less pressure
on the environment. In particular, Sweden has
moved toward full-cost pricing of environmental
goods and services by removing subsidies and
implementing environmental taxes. Sweden has
also aggressively pursued improvements in effi-
ciency, using less energy and fewer resources to
produce the same quantity of goods and services.

Sweden's Global Leadership on

Environmental Issues

Sweden provides an inspiring role model for
Canada and other industrialized nations in search
of sustainable development. Sweden ranked the
highest among 180 nations in a comprehensive
study examining economic, social and environmen-
tal elements of sustainability.27

In comparison to Canada, Sweden has adopted a
much more holistic and aggressive, approach to
sustainable development.28 Indeed, Sweden is glob-
ally renowned for its innovative leadership in pur-
suing ecological sustainability.29 Sweden recognizes
that "at a minimum, sustainable development must
not endanger the natural systems that support life
on Earth: the atmosphere, the waters, the soils, and
the living beings."30 The nation's bold goal is to
achieve ecological sustainability within a genera-
tion (by the year 2025). 

Internationally, Sweden seeks to be "a driving force
and a model of ecologically sustainable develop-
ment."31 Sweden hosted a global meeting of
Environment Ministers in 2000, resulting in the
Malmo Declaration which called on nations of the
world to address the "alarming discrepancy
between commitments and actions" on environ-
mental issues and recognize that "special attention
should be paid to unsustainable consumption pat-
terns."32 Sweden also used its term as the President
of the European Union (EU) to make environmental
issues the number one priority for the EU in 2001.

Swedish Environmental Laws and Policies

Nationally, the government of Sweden seeks "to
hand over to the next generation a society in which
all the major environmental problems in our vicini-
ty have been solved."33 Sweden acknowledges that
as an industrialized nation it must reduce its con-
sumption of energy and resources while assisting
developing nations to overcome poverty through
economic growth.34 The Swedish government
defines ecological sustainability as incorporating
three elements:

1. Environmental protection--meaning that emis-
sions of pollutants must not harm human health
or exceed nature's capacity to absorb them;

Canada vs. Sweden: An Environmental Face-off
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2. Sustainable supplies--guaranteeing the long-
term productive capacity of ecosystems by not
using resources faster than nature can regener-
ate them and finding renewable substitutes for
nonrenewable resources; and 

3. Efficient resource use--using energy and
resources much more efficiently so as to reduce
overall levels of consumption.35

Based on these three objectives, a Swedish law
introduced in 1998 outlines fifteen general environ-
mental quality goals.36 Sweden's 15 general envi-
ronmental quality objectives include clean air, high-
quality groundwater, flourishing wetlands, natural
acidification only, sustainable forests, a magnificent
mountain landscape, a non-toxic environment, and
a protective ozone layer.37 A law introduced in 2001
sets concrete, measurable targets and timelines for
each of the 15 Swedish environmental quality
goals.38

For example, the general goal of a "non-toxic envi-
ronment" means that the environment should be
free from manmade substances and metals that rep-
resent a threat to human health or biological diver-
sity. Targets for substances that occur naturally are
set at background (i.e. natural) levels, while targets
for harmful manmade substances are set at "close to
zero." Sweden is engaged in an ambitious screening
process to review thousands of potentially harmful
manmade chemicals. These chemicals will be either
phased out or banned by the year 2010.39

Sweden has introduced taxes on waste, the sulphur
content of fossil fuels, pesticides and artificial fertil-
izers, gravel, motor vehicles, carbon dioxide emis-
sions, energy, and electricity. Sweden raises rough-
ly $10 billion per year from energy and carbon diox-
ide taxes and has invested heavily in renewable
energy. A sulphur tax introduced in 1991 resulted in
a reduction in the sulphur content of fuels by
almost 40% below the legal standards.40 Gradually

increasing taxes on pesticides and policies promot-
ing organic agriculture have enabled Sweden to
reduce pesticide use by over 80%.

Sweden uses an innovative fee-bate system to
reduce nitrogen oxide emissions. Companies are
charged for their emissions and then refunded for
the amount of energy produced, which rewards the
most efficient producers and provides incentives to
become more efficient.41

Through a concept known as extended producer
responsibility, Swedish law makes producers
responsible for the packaging and products that
they produce. Producers must either re-use or recy-
cle their goods--even products as large and com-
plex as cars are covered by the law. The effect of the
law is that producers have an incentive to reduce
environmental pressures throughout the entire life-
cycle of their products. Companies that use innova-
tive designs and processes to make their products
more durable and more easily recycled can gain a
leg up on the competition through cost advan-
tages.42

Sweden already spends more than 3% of its GDP on
environmental protection while Canada spends
under 1%.43 Sweden also plans a major increase in
spending on environmental protection in the com-
ing years.44

Canada: The Path Forward

In 1994 Canada suffered a heart-breaking loss to
Sweden in the gold-medal hockey game at the
Olympics. Now in 2002, Canada has been humiliat-
ed by Sweden in a comparison of environmental
records.

Both of these experiences provide Canada with an
impetus to improve. Just as we strive to be the best
in the world at hockey, Canada should strive to be
the best in the world in protecting the environment.
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This report shows how far we have to go, and how
we can benefit from emulating Sweden's leadership. 

Canada has a long history of importing the best
Swedish hockey players, dating back to Borje
Salming in the 1970s. Canadian hockey teams con-
tinue to benefit from importing the best Swedish
hockey players, such as Mats Sundin (Toronto
Maple Leafs), Tommy Salo (Edmonton Oilers),
Markus Naslund and Mattias Ohlund (Vancouver
Canucks), and Daniel Alfredsson (Ottawa
Senators). 

Now Canada needs to begin importing the best of
Sweden's environmental laws and policies. Critics
said Borje Salming would never adjust to the differ-
ent style of hockey played in North America.
Salming and his countrymen--Sundin, Naslund,
Ohlund, Salo and Alfredsson and others--have put
those fears to rest. Similarly, Swedish environmen-
tal laws and policies will need to be adjusted but
should prove equally effective in Canada.

There is no reason why Sweden's environmental
record should be so much better than Canada's
record. Canada, with its environmentally con-
cerned public and incredible natural wealth, should
also be able to chart a course towards ecological
sustainability. 

Canada must recognize, like Sweden, that "the use
of resources in this part of the world must be
reduced significantly if the earth's ecosystems are to
be capable of maintaining a growing population
and if living standards are to be raised in the devel-
oping world."45 Then Canada should emulate
Sweden's National Sustainability Strategy and aim
to achieve environmental sustainability within a
generation. 
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