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Barcode. Paul Hebert, scientif ic director at the Barcode of Life at the University of

Guelph speaks to MPs during their tour of the state-of-the-art facility on Monday.
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GUELPH — University of Guelph professor Paul

Hebert is concerned his world-leading DNA

barcoding project will be forced to move

outside of Canada, due to recent funding cuts.

“The biggest problem in our country is we’ve

created this amazing science infrastructure and

we don’t have the operating resources to keep

these places going,” Hebert said, Monday after

members of the Parliamentary Agriculture

Committee visited U of G’s barcoding lab

facility. It was on a tour of sites visited by the

group Monday in Guelph. In the facility’s

theatre, with brightly coloured photos and

graphs shown on two screens, Hebert went

over several benefits to this type of identifier

technology.

By using a small strand of DNA from individual species, the Barcode of Life team has begun identifying and

cataloguing organisms throughout the world, with a goal of creating a library-like index for every species on

the planet.

He said beyond the ability to quickly identify a species, the program has many practical applications, including

stopping invasive species and market place surveillance.

“We’re in the transition point right now between basic science and application,” he said, adding in the near

future the digital database will be able to be used in commercial applications throughout the world.

Hebert said Canada has roughly 106,000 species, and his team intends to barcode, or identify every one of

them. This information will be put online at boldsystems.org for anyone to look at and research themselves.

Yet, with federal budget cuts, Hebert said the cost of doing this type of research in Canada might not be

sustainable.

“I’m not going to let it die,” he said. “At some point I’m going to have to start talking with people

internationally and saying ‘will you take this enterprise over?’ ”

He said the annual budget to run the facility and do the research they do is about $6 million.

“That provides jobs for 65 people, allows Canada to lead the world in an area of science that’s been

recognized as hugely important.
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“I’m really concerned. Right now I have to say, I can’t keep this place alive.”

The presentations and the tour made an impression on the MPs visiting the facility.

NDP MP, Ruth-Ellen Brosseau called research building “amazing,” and that she could spend an entire day there,

as opposed to their 1 1/2-hour tour.

Regarding Hebert’s call for more funding she said she would definitely bring back the message to her caucus.

“It needs to be looked into.”

Guelph MP Frank Valeriote called the facility an iconic industry in Canada.

He said the laboratory was a key stop on the agenda for the committee. “Knowing how to identify species at

risk, knowing how to identify issues of food safety, biodiversity, is very much part of our investigation.”

“We’re all hopeful that it becomes sustainable,” he said.

Yet, not all MPs agreed with Valeriote, that learning about the Barcode of Life was a core stop on their trip.

Conservative MP Pierre Lemieux said he felt the presentation spent a lot of time talking about the program’s

need for more funding.

“We’re here for the professional interest of MPs to know what’s going on at the Barcode of Life,” he said. ‘‘I

feel like they spent a lot of time on funding.”

“There are other more appropriate mechanisms to make their appeal,” he added.

Hebert is now looking to receive more funding from the 24 other countries throughout the world to keep the

project going.

“It’s not going to stop because Canada can’t provide the money to keep us going, but I think we as a nation

might regret it.”
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