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EDITORIAL
What is Green? 

Publishing an environmental magazine is one sure way to be bom-
barded with green pitches – for everything from hotels in Africa to 
lunchboxes (imagine!) and recycled plastic doodads of indiscernible util-
ity. That doesn’t even include all the “modernization” of environmental 
policy that the pirates in power are foisting on an unsuspecting public. 
It’s enough to make one as cynical as the most jaded journalist in Ot-
tawa. 

So, knowing that the green chorus would rise to crescendos as the 
“holiday” sales season approaches, we decided to ask, “Just how green is 
green?”

Grandma’s home cleaners, as presented 25 years ago by the Georgia 
Strait Alliance, pass the test. And yes, the answer to one of our scepti-
cal proofreaders was, they do work. I know, because I’ve kept that list 
pinned to my fridge door for years, and use it frequently. The cleaners 
are green. Bamboo probably is, too. 

Not so much so for some of the other schemes. Carbon trading on in-
digenous people’s forests? Nope. Liquidified natural gas ... not so much.  
Electronics recycling is a horror show worthy of Stephen King.

We look forward to hearing what you think is really green. 
Delores Broten, Comox BC, November 2013

At the ’Shed 
Still Slogging: We’re still slogging away at our website upgrade and the 

accompanying electronic newsletter which will keep you up-to-date on impor-
tant news between issues. Latest estimate is that it will be ready to rock and roll 
any day now, so keep an eye on your inbox. 

Coming Up: Next issue we are going to examine activism – what has  
worked, when and how. We’re looking for your experiences to help us with such 
a large topic, so think about what you have learned along the way, and get in 
touch. Copy deadline is November 22, but let us know if you have a submission 
coming so we can plan our space.  

On Generosity: We did not mail out a fund-raising letter this year because 
we know that we all get so many pleas for help it is an impossible situation. 
Nonetheless, we do desperately need every extra dollar you tuck in with your 
subscriptions and renewals, so thank you very much for your wonderful gener-
osity, including your gifts of calendar/subscriptions to friends and family. 

Missing a Copy? If you are missing a copy or a bundle, please let us know 
and we will make it right. Email dawn@watershedsentinel.ca

When you want your message to reach thousands of 
concerned and active readers, please contact us for our rate sheet at: 
ads@watershedsentinel.ca or phone our office at 250-339-6117
or see www.watershedsentinel.ca 

Next issue ad deadline: December 16

Copy deadline: November 22 
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Around The World

No Fracking Way
Hundreds of Romanians opposed 

to shale gas extraction gathered for a 
demonstration outside of Bucharest 
at an exploration site where Chevron 
plans to start drilling. Romania’s gov-
ernment sold Chevron the rights to 
frack the shale beneath more than a 
million acres of Romania. Residents 
are worried that pumping water and 
chemicals at high pressure into deep 
rock formations to free oil and gas 
could contaminate ground water sup-
plies.

 — Epoch Times, October 16, 2013

Norway Salmon Kill
Norwegian authorities ordered 

that two million farmed salmon in 
the Vikna district of Nord Trondelag 
be slaughtered with immediate effect 
after becoming resistant to chemical 
treatments against sea lice.

The action has been prompted to 
protect wild smolts migrating through 
the fjords to the open sea next May 
and June from juvenile lice being pro-
duced on and released from salmon 
farms that have been unable to con-
trol their lice numbers. The Salmon 
and Trout Association wrote to the 
Scottish Government, drawing atten-
tion to the situation in Norway, and 
asked what consideration it is giving 
to applying “similar punitive sanc-
tions” against salmon farm opera-
tors in Scotland which are unable to 
keep sea-lice numbers below agreed 
thresholds.

— www.fishnewsseu.com
 October 14, 2013

November-December 2013

NEWS

Compiled by Susan MacVittie

Mexico Bans GMO Corn
The Twelfth Federal District 

Court for Civil Matters of Mexico 
City declared an unprecedented ban 
of all GMO corn in Mexico. He cited 
“the risk of imminent harm to the en-
vironment” as the basis for the deci-
sion. The judge’s ruling also ruled 
that multinationals like Monsanto and 
Pioneer are banned from the release 
of transgenic maize in the Mexican 
countryside” as long as collective 
action lawsuits initiated by citizens, 
farmers, scientists, and civil society 
organizations are working their way 
through the judicial system.

— Environmental and Food Justice 
October 11, 2013

Nuclear Declines
Nuclear power has declined 

worldwide, while investements in and 
development of renewables rise. The 
findings of the newly released 2013 
World Nuclear Industry Status Report 
show that only three reactors started 
up worldwide in 2012 while six were 
shut down. China, India, Germany 
and Japan now generate more power 
from renewables than nuclear.

— www.beyondnuclear.org
October 18, 2013

World Food Prize 
Hailed as the Nobel Prize of food, 

the World Food Prize was awarded 
to Robert Fraley, an executive at the 
biotech corporation Monsanto. The 
founder of Syngenta, the same biotech 
giant joining Bayer in suing Europe 
to keep selling bee-killing pesticides, 
also won the prize. 

— www.sumofus.org, October 18, 2013

Sonar Ruling For Navy
Environmental groups in Califor-

nia won their lawsuit against the US 
government over Navy training ex-
ercises off the West Coast involving 
sonar that they say harms endangered 
whales, dolphins and other marine 
mammals. Under the new ruling, the 
Marine Fisheries Service must re-as-
sess its permits to the Navy.

Mid-frequency sonar  used by 
the Navy has been linked to fatal 
mass strandings of marine mammals 
around the world, including Hawaii, 
the Bahamas, Greece, the Canary Is-
lands and Spain.

— Reuters, September 26, 2013 

Nukes for Russian Ships
Russian state-controlled energy 

company Rosatom is building the 
Akademik Lomonosov, a ship that 
would contain a pair of small nuclear 
reactors capable of generating up to 
70 megawatts (MW) of electricity, 
enough to provide a city of 200,000 
people with electricity, heat, and de-
salinated water for drinking.

Instead of using highly enriched 
uranium like the Russian icebreak-
ers’ reactors, the Akademik Lomono-
sov’s units will be modified to run on 
lightly enriched uranium, to conform 
to International Atomic Energy Com-
mission rules aimed at preventing fuel 
from being stolen and diverted for use 
in nuclear weapons 

A major impetus to develop mod-
ular, portable, nuclear power at sea is 
Russia’s drive for oil and gas explora-
tion in the Arctic.

— www.nationalgeographic.com 
 October 23, 2013
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Generous Poetry
That was a generous scoop of poetry offered in WS 

vol 23/#4! Thank you. We need the poetry to keep our 
spirits light. How about a regular annual feature?

Hannah Main-van der Kamp, Tofino, BC

We Do N0t Walk Alone
As we witness the wanton destruction of the fabric of 

life on our planet, it is clear that governments and corpora-
tions in lockstep are the authors and orchestrators of this 
dance of death.

Civil disobedience is the only means available to peo-
ple seeking to prevent the further criminal destruction of 
the world. President Obama stated, “on the battlefields of 
justice they liberated us all,” giving credit to the heroes of 
the civil rights movement who embraced civil disobedi-
ence as a tool to eliminate unjust laws.

The spring and summer of 2000 saw a successful 
stopping of logging in the Elaho watershed by protesters 
using civil disobedience, justified by international law.

The current logging practised across Canada is in 
clear breach of promises made by Canada and the provinc-
es in the framework of the Convention of Climate Change 
and the Biological Diversity Convention and the Law of 
the Sea Treaty.

The damages to the natural world are incalculable. 
The politicians and corporations are engaged in a criminal 
conspiracy and someone has to stop it!

Bruce Torrie, Kelowna, BC

Who Watches the Watch Dog?
A just and civilized society sets out customs, stand-

ards and laws to ensure safety and harmony for its people.  
But what happens when the systems fail?

A failure has occurred. Jessica Ernst’s 2007 $33 mil-
lion lawsuit against Encana, Alberta Environment, and 
Alberta’s energy regulator (which has changed names 
from EUB to ERCB to AER) came after tests showed her 
Rosebud home water well was damaged by fracking as far 
back as 2004.

The provincial regulator is supposed to “provide for 
the efficient, safe, orderly, and environmentally responsi-
ble development of energy resources in Alberta through 
the Regulator’s regulatory activities” according to the 
Responsible Energy Development Act  Chapter 12-17.3 in 
June 17, 2013.

Justice Neil Wittmann recently ruled that the pro-
vincial regulator Energy Resources Conservation Board 
(ERCB) cannot be sued for deliberately refusing to attend 
to the safety concerns of a private citizen, namely Jessica 
Ernst.  He determined that the Board has public duties, not 
private ones, according to provincial law (Section 43 of 
the ERCA), and is therefore immune from Ernst’s lawsuit. 
There are other proven cases of well water contamination 
in Alberta; how many private cases make the issue a pub-
lic one?

He does say Ernst’s Charter claim is valid, but sug-
gests that, to proceed, Section 43 of the provincial Act 
would have to be struck down.  Doesn’t the federal Char-
ter of Rights have legal precedence over a provincial act? 

The good news from Justice Wittmann is that Ernst 
has a case against Encana and Alberta Environment, and 
that no court costs are against her for the April 2012 ap-
plications. But where is the oversight on our provincial 
organizations? How far does this immunity protection go?  
Do we just wait and see?

(Mrs.) Linde Turner, Drumheller, Alberta

Bad is Good
We have by chance come across your latest issue 

of the Sentinel during our visit to the Congress 2013 in 
Victoria, and we were impressed. You’re bad! A verdict 
of “not meeting the needs of Canadians” from the folks 
at our Department of Heritage should only be interpreted 
as a compliment in these dark times. Anyway, expect our 
subscription today.

Alexander Lautensach, Terrace, BC

“How	do	you	stop	or	at	least	curb	global	warming?	Easy.	Stop	
pumping	carbon	dioxide,	methane,	and	so	on	into	the	atmosphere.	
How	do	you	do	that?	Easy.	Stop	burning	oil,	natural	gas,	coal,	and	
so	on.	How	do	you	do	that?	Easy.	Stop	industrial	capitalism.

“When	most	people	in	this	culture	ask,	How	can	we	stop	global	
warming?	That’s	not	really	what	they’re	asking.	They’re	asking,	How	
can	we	stop	global	warming,	without	significantly	changing	this	life-
style	that	is	causing	global	warming	in	the	first	place?

“The	answer	is	you	can’t.	It’s	a	stupid,	absurd,	and	insane	
question.”
—by	Derrick	Jensen	and	Aric	McBay,	What We Leave Behind, 2011

The	Watershed Sentinel	welcomes	letters	but	reserves	the	
right	to	edit	for	brevity,	clarity,	legality,	and	taste.	

Anonymous	letters	will	not	be	published.	
Send	your	musings	and	your	missives	to:	

Watershed	Sentinel,	Box	1270,	Comox	BC	V9M	7Z8
editor@watershedsentinel.ca or online at 

www.watershedsentinel.ca
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Have You Heard?

NEWS

Compiled by Susan MacVittie 

Science Being Censored
A report released by the Professional Institute of the 

Public Service of Canada based on a survey of federal sci-
entists indicates that many believe censoring and suppres-
sion of publicly-funded science is widespread. The survey 
found that nearly one-quarter (24%) of respondents had 
been directly asked to exclude or alter information for non-
scientific reasons and that over one-third (37%) had been 
prevented in the past five years from responding to ques-
tions from the public and media.

 —Professional Institute of the Public Service of Canada,
 October 21, 2013

Suing Quebec Under NAFTA 
In September an electronic copy of a quietly filed law-

suit was unearthed, exposing oil and gas company Lone 
Pine Resources moving forward with a $250-million North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) lawsuit against 
Canada over Quebec’s moratorium on fracking for oil and 
gas underneath the St. Lawrence River. Instead of going to 
a domestic court to challenge Quebec’s moratorium, Lone 
Pine lawyers will make their case in front of a panel of 
three private sector attorneys meeting behind closed doors. 
“We’re likely to see more dangerous cases like this if trade 
pacts currently being negotiated are signed into law.”

—Council of Canadians, October 3, 2013

Input on BC New Water Act 
BC released their proposal for the new Water Sustain-

ability Act which includes widespread changes in the regu-
lation and use of groundwater. Critics say there is room for 
improvement with the new act. For instance, water com-
panies that currently do not pay any fees for extracting 
groundwater will only be required to pay 85 cents for every 
million litres of water that they take. The new legislation 
will also give industries that rely on heavy water usage, 
such as natural gas hydraulic fracturing, a fee exemption if 
they use non-potable water during production. 

Comments received by Friday, November 15, 2013 will 
be reviewed and considered as government prepares a final 
version of the new legislation. www.engage.gov.bc.ca/wa-
tersustainabilityact

—www.cbc.ca October 18, 2013

Under NAFTA 
In September an electronic copy of a quietly filed law-

suit was unearthed, exposing oil and gas company Lone 
Pine Resources moving forward with a $250-million North 
American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) lawsuit against 
Canada over Quebec’s moratorium on fracking for oil and 
gas underneath the St. Lawrence River. Instead of going to 
a domestic court to challenge Quebec’s moratorium, Lone 
Pine lawyers will make their case in front of a panel of 
three private sector attorneys meeting behind closed doors. 
“We’re likely to see more dangerous cases like this if trade 
pacts currently being negotiated are signed into law.”

—www.thegreeninterview.ca, October 21, 2013- 

November-December 2013
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First Nations News
SOCIETY

November-December 2013

by Susan MacVittie

Hupacasath Update
With the help of fundraising ef-

forts across Canada, the Hupacasath 
First Nation will launch an appeal 
after their first court challenge to 
the Canada-China investment treaty 
known as FIPA was dismissed in Au-
gust.

Those opposed to the treaty are 
wary of the powers it could give to 
Chinese business and the secrecy of 
private arbitration hearings. Since 
treaty making is a royal prerogative 
and parliamentary debate is not re-
quired, the Hupacasath and other crit-
ics are calling it undemocratic.

The 300 member band from Van-
couver Island are speaking out on 
behalf of Canadians. To contribute to 
campaign call (1-855-532-3609), ext 2.

—Hupacasath Nation, 
October 12, 2013

Elsipogtog Go To Court
Elsipogtog First Nation Chief 

Aaron Sock says his community will 
go to court to try to take control of 
Crown lands in New Brunswick.

Some members of Elsipogtog 
were arrested in October when the 
RCMP enforced a court-ordered in-
junction at the site of a protest outside 
a compound where SWN Resources 
Canada stored exploration equipment 
and vehicles. SWN are seeking to 
conduct shale gas development.

Sock explains, “Once we can 
distinguish who actually is the right-
ful owner, then we can start talking 
about extracting natural resources.” 
He says “the people of Elsipog-
tog, like indigenous nations across 
Canada, have the right to free, prior 
and informed consent over all aspects 
of their lives, including issues of re-
source development.”

—cbc.ca, October 24, 2013

Tsilhqot’in In Ottawa
BC’s Tsilhqot’in Nation is calling 

on the Harper government to listen to 
its own scientists and ignore the po-
litical lobbying by Taseko Mines Ltd. 
(TML) and the mining industry that 
could undermine the Environmental 
Assessment process in the case of the 
latest bid to create a massive, but very 
low-grade ore mine at Teztan Biny 
(Fish Lake). 

TML has boasted of its lobby-
ing success with federal Ministers, 
reporting that it believes the govern-
ment is on side after meeting with 
Natural Resources Minister Joe Ol-
iver, and has run a media campaign to 
discredit “misinformation” concerns 
about its new proposal.

Tsilhqot’in Chiefs went to Ottawa 
in October to highlight that the envi-
ronmental and Aboriginal rights and 
title issues have not been solved by the 
new mine proposal.

The Tsilhqot’in have already won 
recognition of their land claims and 
their Title and Rights case will be 
heard by the Supreme Court of Can-
ada in November.
— Tsilhqot’in National Government,

 October 8, 2013

Fortune Minerals Leave
Fortune Minerals has withdrawn 

for the winter and have shut down their 
camp but said they’ll be back. Fortune 
have been issued exploratory permits 
to pursue an open pit coal mine in an 
area known as the Sacred Headwaters 
in northern BC. In September, about 
40 members of the Tahltan First Na-
tion moved into Fortune’s camp site 
at Mount Klappan and asked work-
ers to leave. The Tahltan First Nation 
continue to work towards permanent 
protection for the Sacred Headwaters.

—www.skeenawatershed.com,
October 23, 2013

Reconciliation Walk
Thousands of people braved the 

rain in Vancouver on September 22  
to take part in the Walk for Reconcili-
ation, marking the history of residen-
tial schools in Canada.

Dr. Bernice King, daughter of 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., was the 
keynote speaker. The week long event 
aimed to promote reconciliation, by 
engaging Canadians in dialogue that 
revitalizes the relationships between 
Aboriginal peoples and Canadians.

—Reconciliation Canada,
September 24, 2013

Mining in Clayoquot
Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations in 

Clayoquot Sound, have received no-
tice that expanded mineral explora-
tion has been approved for the Tran-
quil Creek watershed. The Tla-o-qui-
aht have been working with industry 
and government to find alternatives to 
mining on their land. In response to 
the ministry’s disregard for their de-
sires, the band are asking the public to 
sign a www.change.org petition: Call 
for moratorium on all mining activi-
ties in Tla-o-qui-aht First Nations.

— Friends of Clayoquot Sound,
September 4, 2013
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Sin of Hidden Trade Off
A claim suggesting that a product is ‘green’ based on a 

narrow set of attributes without attention to other important 
environmental issues. Paper, for example, is not necessar-
ily environmentally-preferable just because it comes from a 
sustainably-harvested forest. Other important environmen-
tal issues in the paper-making process, such as greenhouse 
gas emissions, or chlorine use in bleaching may be equally 
important.

Sin of No Proof
An environmental claim that cannot be substantiated 

by easily accessible supporting information or by a reliable 
third-party certification. Common examples are facial tis-
sues or toilet tissue products that claim various percentages 
of post-consumer recycled content without providing evi-
dence.

Sin of Vagueness
A claim that is so poorly defined or broad that its real 

meaning is likely to be misunderstood by the consumer. 
‘All-natural’ is an example. Arsenic, uranium, mercury, 
and formaldehyde are all naturally occurring, and poison-
ous. ‘All natural’ isn’t necessarily ‘green.’

Sin of Worshipping False Labels
A product that, through either words or images, gives 

the impression of third-party endorsement where no such 
endorsement exists; fake labels, in other words.

Sin of Irrelevance
An environmental claim that may be truthful but is 

unimportant or unhelpful for consumers seeking environ-
mentally preferable products. “CFC-free” is a common ex-
ample, since it is a frequent claim despite the fact that CFCs 
are banned by law.

Sin of Lesser of Two Evils
A claim that may be true within the product category, 

but that risks distracting the consumer from the greater en-
vironmental impacts of the category as a whole. Organic 
cigarettes could be an example of this Sin, as might the fuel-
efficient sport-utility vehicle.

Sin of Fibbing
Environmental claims that are simply false. The most 

common examples were products falsely claiming to be En-
ergy Star certified or registered.

From www.sinsofgreenwashing.org, TerraChoice
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How “Natural” Claims Deceive Consumers
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by Cornucopia Institute

A revelatory report released by 
The Cornucopia Institute, an organic 
industry watchdog, has stirred contro-
versy in the natural foods marketing 
arena by highlighting abusive market-
ing practices by some of the nation’s 
largest breakfast cereal manufactur-
ers. In some cases, companies such 
as Kellogg’s, Quaker Oats (PepsiCo), 
Barbara’s Bakery and Whole Foods 
Market are selling products contami-
nated with toxic agrichemicals and 
Monsanto’s genetically engineered 
organisms while promoting them as 
“natural.”

The new report, Cereal Crimes: 
How “Natural” Claims Deceive Con-
sumers and Undermine the Organic 
Label - A Look Down the Cereal and 
Granola Aisle (available at www.cor-
nucopia.org) explores this growing 
trend of marketing conventional foods 
as “natural” to lure health-conscious 

and eco-conscious consumers and 
their shopping dollars.

Unlike the organic label, no gov-
ernment agency, certification group, 
or other independent entity defines 
the term “natural” on processed food 
packages or ensures that the claim has 
merit.

In contrast, breakfast cereals 
displaying the USDA’s “certified or-
ganic” label are produced under a 
strict set of verified standards prohib-
iting the use of petrochemical-based 
fertilizers, sewage sludge, synthetic 

toxic pesticides, genetically modified 
crops, and other many common con-
ventional agricultural and manufac-
turing inputs.

Cereal Crimes details how prom-
inent agribusinesses are increasingly 
using various strategies to create the 
illusion of equivalence between the 
“natural” and organic labels to mis-
lead consumers.

“Some companies that started 
out organic, and built brand loyalty 
as organic brands, have switched to 
non-organic ingredients and ‘natural’ 
labeling,” said Charlotte Vallaeys, 
Director of Farm and Food Policy at 
Cornucopia.

One such brand, Peace Cereal® is 
an example of what Cornucopia calls 
“bait-and-switch.” In 2008, the Peace 
Cereal® brand switched from organic 
to cheaper conventional ingredients, 
without lowering its prices. Today, the 
cereal is sold in natural food stores 
and mainstream grocers at prices 
above many of their certified organic 
competitors that are using more ex-
pensive organic ingredients.

Although the prices may be simi-
lar, in reality, there is a vast differ-
ence between organic and “natural” 
products from grain produced with 
the use of toxic pesticides. In some 
cases, companies charge high prices 
for “natural” products that even con-
tain genetically engineered crops de-
veloped by St. Louis-based Monsanto.

Pesticides that are strictly prohib-
ited in organics are commonly used 
to produce ingredients for “natural” 
products. For example, organophos-
phate pesticides were developed from 
World War II-era nerve gas and are 
designed to be toxic to the neurologi-
cal systems of target organisms. They 
are deadly to insects but also have 
been proven damaging to humans - 

with fetuses and children especially 
at risk.

Several recent studies have linked 
organophosphate pesticide exposure 
to a wide range of developmental 
disorders in children, including be-
havioral problems, poorer short-term 
memory and motor skills, and Atten-
tion Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder 
(ADHD). While federal law prohibits 
organic farmers from using these tox-
ic pesticides, no such restriction exists 
for “natural” products.

“This is exactly why parents are 
seeking out truly natural (organic) 
products for their children and are 
deceived by corporate agribusinesses 
and their Madison Avenue agencies,” 
said Vallaeys.

USDA testing has found residues 
of organophosphate pesticides like 
chlorpyrifos and malathion on corn, 
soy, wheat flour, and oats, which are 
all common ingredients in breakfast 
cereals. In the case of wheat flour, res-
idues were found in more than 60% of 
samples.

Given increasing consumer inter-
est in avoiding genetically engineered 
(GE) ingredients, The Cornucopia 
Institute contracted with an inde-
pendent, accredited laboratory to test 
many “natural” breakfast cereals for 
potential genetic contamination.

“Natural” cereals from brands 
including Kashi (Kellogg’s), Mother’s 
(PepsiCo), Nutritious Living, Bar-
bara’s Bakery (Weetabix), and 365 
(Whole Foods Market) contained high 
levels of genetically engineered ingre-
dients (all above 28%, some as high 
as 100%) – even though a number of 
these companies represent their prod-
ucts as “non-GMO” to the public.

To help health-conscious con-
sumers make informed grocery pur-
chases, Cereal Crimes is accompa-
nied by a scorecard rating various 
breakfast cereal and granola brands 
for the true support of healthy and en-
vironmentally sustainable practices. 

The scorecard can be viewed at: cor-
nucopia.org/cereal-scorecard

“Consumers probably find this 
marketplace subterfuge less surpris-
ing when they learn that many of the 
leading ‘natural’ cereal brands are 
really manufactured by giant agri-
businesses like Kellogg’s, hiding be-
hind the façade of well-established 
niche brands,” said Harry Bennett, 
a marketing official with the Kansas 
Organic Producers Association, a co-
operative of marketing organic grain.

Despite finding that “natural” 
cereal products offer few, if any, ad-
vantages over conventional products, 
companies typically charge substan-
tially high prices for products with 
“natural” labeling claims.

Analysis by Cornucopia of whole-
sale and retail cereal and granola pric-
es revealed that “natural” products of-
ten are priced higher than equivalent 
organic products. This suggests that 
some companies are profiting from 
consumer confusion.

For example, prices in the lead-
ing natural/organic food distribu-
tor’s wholesale catalog for multigrain 
flakes show that two of the least ex-

pensive products are actually cer-
tified organic, offered by industry 
leader Nature’s Path and Food for 
Life. Meanwhile, Kashi’s 7-grain ce-
real, made with cheaper non-organic 
grains by the multinational corpora-
tion Kellogg but disguised as an inde-
pendent sounding “natural” brand, is 
priced higher than equivalent organic 
options.

Karen Zwicky of Minneapo-
lis, MN said she just bought several 
boxes of Kashi cereal for her 2 year 
old daughter, who she’s been feeding 
a “pretty” strict organic diet.

“Target was handing out sam-
ples of Kashi, and she loved the taste 
and I trusted the brand, even though 
it isn’t labeled as organic,” Zwicky 
explained. “I don’t mind that the big 
brands buy out the smaller organic 
and more sustainable companies, 
what really is disturbing to me is that 
it seems that they are only doing so in 
order to buy consumer trust.”

“Committed organic companies, 
rated highly in the Cornucopia’s on-
line scorecard, must compete against 
giant multinationals such as Kraft 
Foods (Back to Nature), PepsiCo 
(Mother’s) and Kellogg’s (Bear Naked 
/Kashi) and misleading ‘natural’ mar-
keting claims,” stated Mark A. Kastel, 
Codirector at the Wisconsin-based 
Cornucopia Institute. “When market-
ers intentionally mislead consumers 
with their “natural” products, they 
are taking business away from the 
companies providing truly safe and 
healthy food and supporting certified 
organic farmers.”

t

The Cornucopia Institute promotes 
economic justice for familyscale 
farming and provides information to 
consumers, family farmers, and the 
media.

Photo	Credit:	Cornucopia	Institute
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by Alexander Lautensach

Once upon a time there was an apple farm that 
supported an extended family who lived hap-
pily in a sprawling mansion on the premises. 
The farm was a rather large one as they went 

in those days. It took a person the better part of a day to 
walk around the fenced perimeter. Most of the land was 
covered in apple trees of varying ages, but closer to the 
fence there were swathes of bush that supported all sorts 
of plant and animal life, and even the occasional human 
recluse who lived unobtrusively from whatever the land 
was able to give.

The annual apple harvest allowed the family to lead 
a good life style, although their ambitions were modest 
and their demands were moderate. Part of the harvest was 
processed and stored for the winter in various forms of ed-
ible products, while the rest were sold and the profit was 
used to pay for the family’s living expenses over the year. 

For a long time the family was content to only harvest 
part of the annual production of apples, with the rest going 
to compost and wild animals. This went on for generations 
while the family hardly grew in numbers. 
At some point, however, it became obvious 
that every year there were a few additional 
heads who demanded to be fed and housed. 
Most of those were newly born babies, oth-
ers were spouses who had married into the 
family. And so their numbers gradually began to increase 
until a time came when the entire apple harvest was uti-
lized to support the collective demands, and the farm more 
or less broke even every year on that basis.

This life continued for quite some years until it oc-
curred to some of the younger members of the family that 
their farmer’s lives were not necessarily conducive to pro-
viding many of the amenities of modern life styles as they 
saw on TV. They began to pester the elders to increase the 
family’s annual return from the farm. Some of the ideas 
that circulated involved the sale of other products besides 
apples although the necessary additional labour invest-
ment did not carry much appeal in view of the lifestyle 
aspirations that those reformers were harbouring at the 
same time. 

The debates gradually became more intense over 
time, as did the dissatisfaction among the group of young 
reformers. More and more often they openly charged the 
elders with obstructing progress and being ignorant about 

the diverse possibilities that the modern world had to of-
fer. Then one day, one of them brought home a chainsaw, 
along with a new idea, which he promptly advocated 
among the family. The idea was based on the phenom-
enally high market price for apple wood; all the family’s 
financial worries could be solved at once by selling only a 
small amount of apple wood every year. The astonishingly 
portentous figures convinced even the elders, and so it 
was decided to harvest a small amount of trees every year, 
preferably those that were producing a lower yield of fruit, 
and to increase fruit production with the help of modern 
agricultural technology. At the same time, the heretofore 
uncultivated peripheral lands were to be tilled and planted 
with new apple trees.

The impact of this innovation on the family’s lifestyle 
surpassed even the wildest dreams of the reformer fac-
tion. The next year some of the younger family members 
purchased sports cars in which they took their friends on 
wild rides across the countryside, sometimes staying away 
from their farm work for days on end. While some claimed 

that those excesses improved the family’s 
fertility rate, it was also obvious that the 
rest of the family was left with more of the 
bone breaking farm work. Even using the 
whole armamentarium of modern agricul-
tural technology, the family struggled to 

maintain the magnitude of the annual harvest over the next 
years. The increased cost of all the machinery, pesticides, 
and fertilizers demanded that the timber harvest quota be 
increased from year to year just to break even. 

After some further years, the elder in charge of the 
accounts noticed an interesting phenomenon. First, the 
wholesalers who purchased most of the farm’s apples be-
gan to complain that the quality of the apples no longer 
matched traditional standards. Customers blamed the 
farm’s massive use of chemicals, including growth hor-
mones and genetically modified cultivars, for the apparent 
decline in taste and texture. The farm had been compen-
sating for the steady decrease in the retail price of apples 
by increasing bulk production but those efforts were be-
ginning to fall short, as production figures were levelling 
off year after year. 

Secondly, the elder noted that the return from timber 
sales had been steadily increasing over the years, to the 
extent that it now constituted a considerable portion of 

annual revenues. With apple revenues levelling, it was the 
timber sales that supported the increased maintenance 
costs for the farm and the increasing per capita allowances 
for the growing family. Spread out over the year, the apple 
revenue only covered the expenses incurring from January 
into summer while for the remainder of the year the farm 
basically ran on the returns from timber sales. Needless to 
say, the number of apple trees had been steadily diminish-
ing, even counting new plantings, and from the remaining 
trees every last piece of fruit had to be recovered, even 
those that used to be considered only compost material. 

Most of the family members cared little about where 
their money came from and thus were blissfully igno-
rant of the fact that for half the year they were living on 
revenues that would be ever more difficult to raise dur-
ing the following year. However, a few more perceptive 
individuals began to express their doubts about the pru-
dency behind those new fiscal practices. They referred to 
themselves as Economic Sceptics and they claimed that a 
connection existed between the farm’s worsening financial 
difficulties, the declining quality of the harvest, and the 
selling of timber from the farm. They began to celebrate 
Changeover Day – the day of the year on which the apple 
revenue from the previous harvest ran out and the timber 
revenue was used to meet all expenses until the next har-
vest. 

The other family members regarded the Economic 
Sceptics as oddballs but were invariably grateful to them 
for providing a novel occasion for a good party during the 
year’s hottest season. Most of them took no notice of the 
fact that each year Changeover Day occurred a few days 
earlier, a fact that caused a great deal of distress among 
the Economic Sceptics. They claimed that this trend was 
bound to lead to disaster, that one day in the future the 
last tree would surely have to be felled after the last ap-
ples were picked from it. The others reacted mostly with 
disbelief and ridicule to those outrageous predictions and 
wanted nothing to do with the doom and gloom that they 
perceived in them.

And so life on the farm continued. The end of the 
story has not yet been written. But you can do that your-
self, can’t you?

t

Alexander Lautensach teaches teachers for UNBC in 
Terrace. He is editor of the Journal of Human Security and 
deputy director of the Human Security Institute.
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The hidden human cost 
of electronic recycling

November-December 2013

by Jim Puckett 

There are questions lying strewn 
about in the Agbogbloshie dump and 
in other such places on earth I have 
visited in the last ten years. They are 
the places where our old techno-trash 
waste has been tossed up by the hid-
den eddy currents of today’s consum-
erism and commerce and have found 
a strange resting place – in the rice 
fields of Guiyu, China, behind the 
electronics markets of Lagos, Nigeria, 
lining like new walls, the back alleys 
of Karachi, Delhi, and Hanoi.

In these global waysides that we 
might only know as “away”, as in “we 
threw it away”, the questions beg an-
swers from each of us, sitting com-
fortably from behind LCD screens, 
tapping our keyboards and touch-
pads.  They cry out ghoulishly from 
these bone yards where these fallen 
icons of our proud Information Age 
lie as rotting fruit, the progeny of cen-
turies of technological advancement, 

the offspring of Newton, Einstein and 
Samuel Morse.

Machines that could, just months 
before, process a billion instructions 
per second, send a message clear 
around the world with the stroke of 
a key, or hold a library of books in 
a palm-sized drive, have found their 
end as metal and plastic skeletons, 
in the world’s most sorrowfully poor 
communities to be subjected to ham-
mer and fire, emitting deadly smoke 
and fume.

What Is This?

The Agbogbloshie dump situated 
on the outskirts of Ghana’s capitol, 
Accra, is but one of the increasingly 
common inglorious final resting plac-
es for our society’s proudest products.  
It is a wetland turned wasteland, and 
is littered with the remains of these 
cast-off machines as it is littered too 
with cast-off humanity.

It is a slum and workplace popu-
lated by thousands of disenfranchised 
men and boys, many of them orphans, 
living in scavenged wood and metal 
shacks along the Odaw River. A river 
that is so polluted it scares even those 
that live on its banks, as it flows qui-
etly and dark as oil past the fresh food 
market on Abose-Okai Road, on into 
the Korle Lagoon, which in turns 
flows into the nearby Atlantic Ocean. 

It is here that the relics of the 
Information Age, with their miracu-
lous microscopic circuits, transistors, 
capacitors and semi-conductors, are 
bludgeoned and torched with Stone 
Age technology. The residents in this 
squalor and filth make their living, 
first by hauling and then by smashing, 
gutting, and burning the televisions 
and computers in a most un-green 
form of “recycling” to recover metals 
– copper, steel, and aluminium.

This material made its arrival on 
African shores just some days earlier 

as cargo inside 40-foot intermodal 
corrugated containers - the shifting 
bricks of globalized trade turned tech-
no-trash haulers. Around 400 of these, 
each containing about 600 computers 
or monitors arrive each month at the 
Port of Tema, Ghana, from the UK, 
USA, Canada and countless other rich 
and developed countries.  They may 
find a quick stay on the floors and 
shelves of hundreds of second-hand 
markets throughout Accra. But those 
that do not sell – about half, even if 
they work perfectly – are then picked 
up by small boys pushing heavy carts 
and hauled several miles to the out-
skirts of town, to be thrown away – to 
Agbogbloshie’s scavengers.

What Hath We Wrought?

The production and consumption 
of information technology has grown 
astronomically in the last three dec-
ades. In the United States, computer 
use increased from one per one thou-
sand in 1975 to roughly one per person 
in 2010.  Mobile phones have prolifer-
ated even more rapidly, and are now 
more common than toothbrushes.

Sales are likewise booming for 
computer games, printers, personal 
digital assistants (PDAs), electronic 
toys, MP3 players, digital cameras, 
GPS devices, camcorders and tablet 
readers as well. Combined with these 
stunning sales rates is a similarly 
unprecedented high rate of obsoles-
cence. Whereas consumer products 
of the past: refrigerators, toasters, old 
television sets and radios might func-
tion and satisfy us for decades, today’s 
electronic gadgetry is seen as obsolete 
within two to three years.

These two factors – hyper-con-
sumption and hyper-obsolescence – 
conspire to make the electronics in-
dustry very wealthy.  They satisfy our 
ego desires, our need for speed, our 
competitive edge, perhaps, but they 
also create mountains of a new type 

of waste all around the world: e-waste. 
The United Nations Environ-

ment Program (UNEP) estimates that 
we now produce 50 million metric 
tonnes of e-waste per year globally. 
Put another way, that is over 1 billion 
pounds. Of that amount, 6,500 met-
ric tonnes are estimated to be arriv-
ing each month at the Port of Tema in 
Ghana, where much then finds its way 
to Agbogbloshie.

Even if this new species of 
techno-trash were just regular old 
“trash,”it would be a serious nuisance 
and major drain of natural resources. 
But it’s much worse than that. In re-
ality, electronic waste is hazardous 
waste. Therein lies the truly “perma-
nent error,” with an everlasting im-

pact.
The equipment has the capac-

ity to seriously harm human health 
and the environment from toxic in-
gredients that are persistent and in 
the case of toxic metals – immortal. 
A normal sized CRT (cathode ray 
tube) contains around seven pounds 
of the toxic metal lead and the in-
side of the tube is coated with a toxic 
phosphor powder often containing 
cadmium compounds and toxic rare 
earth metals. The circuit boards con-
tain lead-tin solders, which are also 
toxic. The plastics are impregnated 
with brominated flame-retardants 
which are persistent chemicals of in-

creasing concern, accumulating and 
persisting on their own. Other toxic 
elements or chemicals found inside 
electronic equipment includes mer-
cury, beryllium, chromium, barium, 
selenium, and polychlorinated biphe-
nyls (PCBs). And thus the mountain 
ranges of e-waste arising on every 
continent represent an unforeseen 
toxic chemical crisis.

Electronics manufacturers know 
that the only way they can maintain 
such staggering profits while address-
ing these troublesome waste moun-
tains is to be seen as actively pro-
moting recycling. Instead of seeking 
to produce longer-lived, upgradable 
products, the pattern that is promoted 
is to buy, recycle, buy and recycle in 
rapid succession. 

Governments are slowly learn-
ing that e-waste is too toxic for most 
landfills, so they call for “extended 
producer responsibility” – meaning 
that manufacturers must become fi-
nancially and legally responsible for 
managing their products when they 
are no longer used. Therefore, all over 
the developed world, the idea of “di-
vert from landfill to recycling” has be-
come policy and increasingly, the law. 

But until recently, the manufac-
turers and governments cared little 
about what form that recycling would 
take or where it would happen. 

Why On Earth?

Why is it that all that e-waste can 
migrate halfway around the world to 
be smashed and burned by children 
struggling to survive? The story of the 
international trade in toxic electronic 
waste is no different than the history 
of pollution since the beginning of 
time. It is driven by what economists 
call “cost externalization,” a fancy 
term for finding somebody else to pay 
for a problem you created yourself. 

In this case, the problem is toxic 

Continued on Page 14  
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e-waste, which in rich countries is ex-
pensive to process properly to avoid 
causing extensive environmental 
harm. Done properly, e-waste recy-
clers pay the higher costs of treating 
leaded glass, mercury lamps or toxic 
phosphors to minimize exposures to 
the environment and workers. When 
costs are internalized in this way, the 
costs often outweigh the material val-
ue of the metals. Thus the recycling 
business should become a service in-
dustry.

However, to maximize profits, 
many fraudulent businesses posing 
as recyclers will simply “externalize” 
the costs via the routes of free and un-
fair global trade. They simply ship the 
e-waste to poor countries. Developing 
nations lack national infrastructure, 
environmental laws, enforcement and 
regulatory frameworks, emergency 
medical systems, tort laws, down-
stream toxic residual management, 
occupational health expertise and 
training and many other social safety 
nets that developed countries take for 
granted and use to internalize costs. 
In developing countries, these expen-
sive safety nets are not employed and 
moreover nobody ever presents a bill 
to the waste generator or shipper for 
the pollution and damage caused.

In this way, pure profits can be 
made from the recovered commodi-
ties such as gold, copper, steel, alu-
minium, plastics as is done in China, 
India or Pakistan, because nobody is 
paying the cost of the damage – ex-
cept the workers and communities 
that “pay” with their damaged health 
and environment. Or alternatively, 
profits can be made by refurbishing 
and then selling used equipment in 
the second-hand marketplace, while 
the un-repairable imports are sim-
ply dumped and burned in waysides 
around the city as is the case now in 
Nigeria and Ghana. Exporters and im-

porters profit handsomely while the 
environment and the health of com-
munities are savaged.

Sadly, such global dumping is 
the global norm, not the exception. In 
the US, it is estimated that about 80% 
of the old computers, TVs and other 
electronic equipment given over to 
“recyclers” are then simply exported.  
In Europe, the European Commis-
sion claims that 54% of the electronic 
waste stream is unaccounted for and 
likely goes to substandard treatment 
or export.

In this way, the high-tech “efflu-
ent of the affluent” is flooding the 
globe. And still, far too many con-
sumers are unaware and fooled into 
becoming part of the problem.  School 
systems and local governments turn a 
blind eye and often hand their e-waste 
to exporters because it is cheaper. 

There Ought To Be A Law 

Sadly, the global dumping of toxic 
waste is not new.  The first known in-
stances of ships delivering toxic waste 
to developing countries took place in 
the late 1980s. Then, the waste was 
corporate factory process waste. One 

of the most infamous cases involved 
the dumping in Koko, Nigeria, of 
8,000 drums of highly toxic chemical 
waste from Italian companies.

It was this incident and a rash of 
others like it that led in 1989 to the 
creation of the United Nations treaty 
known as the Basel Convention. Born 
of African outrage at being used as 
the world’s toxic trash bin, the treaty 
failed upon its adoption to create what 
the developing countries wanted: a 
full ban on the export of toxic wastes 
for any reason from developed to de-
veloping countries. But in 1995, the 
developing countries rallied with the 
newfound assistance of the European 
Union, and an amendment was made 
to ban the export of all forms of haz-
ardous wastes for any reason.

This 1995 amendment, known 
simply as the Basel Ban Amendment, 
has yet to enter into global legal force 
15 years later. However, it has been 
ratified by 69 countries and has been 
implemented by 34 of the 41 devel-
oped countries to which its export ban 
applies.  Only the US, New Zealand, 
Australia, Israel, Japan, South Korea 
and Canada refuse to honour the Ba-
sel Ban Amendment in law or policy.

 
There Is A Law 

Thus it is that most of the elec-
tronic waste that currently floods the 
globe, including that which washes up 
as deadly flotsam at Agbogbloshie, is 
delivered illegally. Taken collectively 
, this e-waste trade is possibly part 
of one of the biggest environmental 
crimes perpetrated on earth.

But there has been a change in 
thought. Emile Lindemulder, project 
manager for the Interpol Crime Pro-
gramme, announced that “Interpol 
is cracking down on those who defy 
both national and international law by 
illegally exporting electronic waste to 
developing countries.” In the Euro-
pean Union, police efforts have been 
stepped up and a legal fix has been 
introduced in the law known as the 
WEEE Directive (Waste from Elec-
tronic and Electrical Equipment Di-
rective) to close loopholes which have, 
to date, allowed exporters to claim the 
toxic junk they were exporting was 
not waste but working equipment for 
resale without testing it to assert that 
such claims were the truth.

Even in the US, the enforcers at 
Environmental Protection Agency 
(EPA) appear eager to do something 
about the flood of e-waste rolling 
out of US ports and the Government 
Accountability Office (GAO) has re-
leased two reports calling for Con-

Away is a Place continued
gressional and EPA action. But while 
the rest of the world has ratified the 
Basel Convention and most developed 
countries have enacted the Basel Ban, 
in the US, the world’s most wasteful 
country per capita, there are just sim-
ply no laws to enforce.

Thankfully, that may soon 
change as two US congressmen have 
introduced a law to ban the export of 
toxic electronic waste to developing 
countries. Meanwhile, the Basel Ac-
tion Network has created a global cer-
tification program for electronic recy-

clers known as e-Stewards Certifica-
tion that ensures they do not export or 
otherwise improperly dump hazard-
ous e-waste. It encourages the public 
to use only independently audited and 
certified e-Stewards Recyclers as the 
only safe and responsible destinations 
for their discarded electronics.

African and other developing 
countries should take steps to protect 
themselves. Countries like Ghana 
have ratified the Basel Convention 
but they have failed to ratify the Ba-
sel Ban Amendment and have not put 
the Basel Convention obligations into 

their own national laws. This makes it 
hard to prosecute illegal imports after 
they arrive.

But it is clear that the primary 
responsibility lies with the exporting 
countries and their populations to en-
sure that developing countries are not 
used as convenient trash bins for the 
toxic waste of the rich. All countries, 
including the United States, must move 
now with resolve and urgency to up-
hold the Basel Convention and ban the 
export of all hazardous wastes, includ-
ing e-wastes, to developing countries. 

In a world where cost externali-
zation is made all too easy by the 
pathways of globalization, “away” is 
likely to be somewhere where people 
are impoverished, disenfranchised, 
powerless and too desperate to be able 
to resist the poison for the realities of 
their poverty. Away is a place called 
Agbogbloshie.

t

For more than 20 years, Jim Puck-
ett has been the leading campaigner 
against the global trade in hazardous 
waste. As executive director of the Ba-
sel Action Network, the Seattle-based 
environmental group he founded in 
1997, Puckett has travelled around the 
globe, producing films and writing to 
educate citizens, business, and govern-
ments about the impacts of toxic trade.
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by Susan MacVittie

A new BC mandated program, 
Multi-Material British Columbia 
(MMBC), which aims to make retail-
ers, goods producers and newspapers 
that generate waste packaging and 
printed paper responsible for its col-
lection and recycling, is being greeted 
with some apprehension.

The BC Recycling Regulation re-
quires that, effective May 2014, every 
producer of packaging and printed 
paper that wishes to sell or distribute 
their products to residential consum-
ers in BC must operate, or be a mem-
ber of, an approved stewardship plan. 
A steward is any organization or com-
pany that is a BC resident and a brand 
owner or first importer or franchisor 
that supplies packaging and printed 
paper into the BC residential market.

The concept is that businesses 
should assume more responsibility for 
the products that they sell, specifical-
ly, for the impact on the environment 
of their products after their customers 
discard them. Stewardship programs, 
such as MMBC, are designed to re-
quire businesses to accept this ad-
ditional responsibility, typically by 
transferring financial responsibility 
for “end of life” management from 
taxpayers (who pay for residential 
waste management services) to who-
ever supplies the product to consum-
ers. MMBC, a group formed of retail-
ers and other packaging producers, 
aims to raise overall recycling rates in 
BC from 53 per cent to 75 per cent.

Communities have three options 
for participation in the program. The 
first is to continue operating cur-
rent contracts with collectors, meet 
MMBC’s standards, and receive a 
financial incentive from MMBC to 
cover costs. The second option is to 
allow MMBC to collect recycling, 
meaning a municipality would not 
have control over the service residents 
receive and any issues would have to 

be resolved with the provincial group. 
The third option would be to opt out 
of the program entirely and continue 
with a current recycling program. 
However, consumers would pay for 
the recycling in the cost of the product 
which wouldn’t be transparent to the 
consumer, as well as paying for a mu-
nicipality to collect.

The original September 16 dead-
line to opt in to the program has been 
extended after civic politicians at-
tending the annual Union of BC Mu-
nicipalities convention called for a 90-
day delay.

Any business that puts packaging 
or printed paper in the hands of BC 
residents and the waste stream must 
register with MMBC as stewards. 
Some small businesses were unaware 
of the program until they were warned 
by MMBC they could face fines of up 
to $200,000 if they fail to register. 
Other businesses are worried about 
the unknown costs and the onerous 
workload of determining the weight 
and material classification of materi-
als to be reported as per the manda-
tory steward report. For instance, the 
print newspaper industry is at odds 
over how they would pay their share 
of the costs of collecting old newspa-
pers and flyers. 

Though many support the idea 
of recycling and keeping waste out of 
our burgeoning landfills, it remains to 
be seen whether a recycling incentive 
reduces packaging. Packaging is not 
based on a desire to protect the envi-
ronment but on the desire to promote 
brands and make money. 

Many of the products sold in BC 
are produced outside of Canada and a 
recycling incentive does not affect a 
manufacturer’s packaging design or 
how a consumer chooses to purchase 
an item. Part of creating less garbage 
is to choose to buy less garbage. So 
when you pass by that lettuce wrapped 
in a plastic box, opt for the unwrapped 
version instead.

t
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by Fred Hornaday

For many centuries, bamboo has 
been revered throughout Asia for its 
uncommon resilience, flexibility and 
versatility. More recently, the west 
has adopted bamboo as a paragon of 
sustainability. In many ways this esti-
mation is justified and undeniable, but 
of course claiming that bamboo is the 
perfect, zero-footprint solution would 
be going too far. Still, compared with 
any other industrially scaled cash 
crop, this mighty grass certainly ap-
pears to be a leader in its field.

In the last decade or two, bamboo 
has gone from being a readily avail-
able material for chopsticks, fishing 
poles and high-rise scaffolding, to be-
coming the eco-conscious choice for 
modern flooring and cabinets, cutting 
boards and kitchenwares, and soft 
clothing and textiles. In terms of re-
newability and sustainability, the ad-
vantages of bamboo over lumber are 
very plain to see. Bamboo’s fantastic 
rate of growth, with some varieties 
reaching fifty feet in a single growing 
season, simply leaves everything else 
in the shade. Furthermore, as a grass, 
bamboo grows back after it’s been cut 
down, usually stronger than before. 
No replanting is necessary and little 
or nothing in the way of soil amend-
ment is required.

In the last six or eight years, bam-
boo clothing, sheets and towels have 
attracted attention for their luxurious 
softness and purported ecological 
benefits. As with the comparison to 
lumber, the focus on bamboo cloth-
ing revolves around its renewable and 
sustainable cultivation. Also, much 
has been said about bamboo’s anti-mi-
crobial and anti-bacterial properties 
in the fabric. 

In 2009, the Federal Trade Com-

mission (FTC) conducted something 
of a crackdown on bamboo clothing, 
requiring the fabric to be labelled vis-
cose or rayon, and prohibiting claims 
of bamboo’s eco-friendly and anti-
microbial characteristics. The fact 
is, almost all bamboo fabric is proc-
essed from bamboo into a pulp and 
then reconstituted into yarn, and the 
product of this chemical process is 
known as lyocell, viscose or rayon. 
Critics including the FTC claim that 
this processing stage, which employs 
caustic soda (sodium hydroxide), 
negates all of bamboo’s ecological 
benefits, and that it removes any an-
ti-microbial properties present in the 
original plant. 

(It should be noted that there are 
also “mechanically processed” bam-
boo fabrics which do not undergo the 
chemical process, but instead have a 
process and a finished product more 
comparable to hemp or linen; but 
though it may be environmentally su-
perior, this mechanical bamboo lacks 
the soft silky hand with which most 
bamboo lovers are so familiar, and is 
therefore far less popular or market-
able.)

Now, the logic behind the FTC 
ruling might appear sound because 
bamboo production does have a 
chemical stage that most of us in the 
industry would like to see improved 
or replaced with organic solvents, and 
research and development are current-
ly being conducted to do exactly that. 
In the meantime, sodium hydroxide 
continues to be one of the most widely 
used chemicals in the world in the 
production of food, soap, paper, and 
cotton, even organic cotton. As far as 
debunking the antimicrobial claims, 
however, I can’t explain how these 
traits are transferred from the plant to 
the fabric, but with eight years of ex-

perience in the bamboo clothing busi-
ness, I know that consumers are well 
aware of and highly value the odour-
resistant properties of bamboo socks 
and towels.

There will always be those who 
compromise their own credibility by 
singing their praises too highly, but 
when bamboo and cotton produc-
tion are systematically compared, 
from seed to shirt, I think bamboo’s 
superiority is clear. If you’re looking 
for a 100% green and organic option 
for clothing, bamboo might not be it, 
but short of growing your own flax 
or hemp, or raising your own sheep 
and spinning your own yarn, you 
will have a hard time finding a tex-
tile with zero environmental impact. 
When you look at conventional cotton 
– the world’s most widespread textile 
crop, exclusively mono-cropped and 
increasingly controlled by Monsanto, 
and the target of the world’s prepon-
derance of pesticides and herbicides – 
you’ll quickly understand that a host 
of alternatives are needed, of which 
bamboo ought to be one among sev-
eral.

t
Fred Hornaday is the owner of 

Bambu Batu, the first shop in Cali-
fornia devoted to all things bamboo, 
opened in 2006.
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It’s hard to be a well-informed 
consumer and make non-toxic choices 
when most cleaning products don’t 
have a list of ingredients on their la-
bel. Even when the label says it’s 
“environmentally friendly” or “biode-
gradable” it doesn’t always mean it’s 
really safe for the environment.

Fortunately, you don’t have to 
choose your cleaning products based 
on trust alone. Some of the recipes 
your grandmother used are wonder-
ful, inexpensive, effective substitutes.

Bathroom Cleaners 
- For tub and tile, use a firm bris-

tled brush with plain baking soda or 
a mixture of 125 millilitres pure soap 
and 4 litres of hot water, with baking 
soda. 

- For mould and mildew, rub tiles 
and grout with a cloth moistened with 
vinegar, then scrub with an old tooth-
brush or nail brush.

Drain Cleaners
-  To clear a grease clog, try a 

plunger first. If this doesn’t work, 
pour 125 ml of baking soda down the 
drain, followed by 125 ml white vine-
gar; cover the drain and sink overflow 
vent until the fizzing stops then flush 
with hot water. This chemical reaction 
can break fatty acids down into soap 
and glycerine.

- Note: Do not use this method af-
ter trying a commercial drain opener, 
as the vinegar can react with chemical 
residues in the drain and create dan-
gerous fumes.

Glass Cleaners
- Add 65 ml vinegar OR 15 ml 

lemon juice to a one litre spray bottle, 
then fill with warm water. Polish with 
newspaper to avoid streaks. If you’re 
switching from a commercial cleaner, 
before you start, use a 5% solution of 

rubbing alcohol to clean off the resid-
ual wax left from some commercial 
glass cleaners. To do this, mix a 5% 
solution from 70% alcohol (i.e., add 45 
ml 70% alcohol to 595 ml water).

Laundry Detergent
- Add 80 ml washing soda to wa-

ter as the machine is filling. Put in 
clothes, then add 375 ml of pure soap 
flakes or powder (not detergent). An 
easy way to add suds to your wash is 
by keeping the old ends of pure soap 
bars in a plastic jar and add water.

- Note: When switching from de-
tergent to soap, wash items once with 
80 ml washing soda only. This will 
remove detergent residues that might 
react with soap and cause yellowing. 

- Remember: Many believe that 
clothes are clean when they smell 
clean. That smell comes from chemi-

cals added to the detergent and has 
nothing to do with whether your 
clothes are clean or not.

Bleach
- Hydrogen peroxide
- 125 ml of washing soda in each 

load of laundry will whiten whites 
and brighten colours. (If you need ad-
ditional cleaning power, add 125 ml of 
borax as well.)

-   The best disinfectant in the 
world: sunshine! 
Hang your clothes 
outside.

From Toxic-
Smart Alternatives 
Fact Sheet: What 
Does Clean Really Mean? Putting 
Your Home Into De-Tox, Georgia Strait 
Alliance, www.georgiastrait.org

Stain Solutions 
Blood: Pour hydrogen peroxide on the stain and rinse in lukewarm water.
Immediately pour salt or club soda on the stain and soak in cold water. 
Coffee or Chocolate: Soak in cold water, rub with soap and a mild borax solu-
tion, rinse, then wash in very hot water.
-Mix egg yolk with lukewarm water and rub on stain.
-For stains on coffee cups or pots, rub with moist salt or baking soda, or a 
mixture of salt and vinegar.
Fruit or Wine: Immediately wet the stain and pour salt or club soda on it, let 
sit for a while, then soak in water or milk before washing.
- If you don’t catch the stain immediately, pour boiling or very hot water over 
it, then soak in hot water.
Ink: Sponge with rubbing alcohol, rub with soap, rinse or soak in milk.
-Felt-tip: rub with soap, rinse and wash.
Mildew: Pour soap and salt on the spots, rinse and dry in sunlight.
-Spray with vinegar or lemon juice and place in sunlight. Keep spots moist and 
repeat as necessary.
-Soak in equal parts white vinegar and salt, rinse.
 Oils or Grease: For cottons, pour boiling water on the fabric and rub it with 
dry baking soda. Check washing instructions before applying boiling water.
-For other materials, blot with towel, dampen stain with water and rub with 
soap or a citrus based product and baking soda. Wash in water as hot as pos-
sible, using extra soap.
Perspiration: Rub with equal parts white vinegar and water, then rinse.

the Friends of Cortes Island
Sustainability Education Fund 

Tested in the Watershed Sentinel Home Laboratory
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by Gwynn Guilford

As Americans carefully separate 
the paper and plastics from their trash, 
most probably don’t realize that their 
country doesn’t recycle stuff so much 
as export it to be recycled elsewhere. 
Specifically, to China. For more than 
five years, scrap and trash has consist-
ently been the US’s biggest export, for 
which China is the number one cus-
tomer, and the market has doubled in 
size since 2006.

“The public doesn’t realize this, 
but recycling is made possible by 
technology and markets - they think 
it’s just a matter of technology,” an in-
dustry insider with expertise in Chi-
na’s waste management told Quartz. 
“And we don’t have strong enough 
markets in the US.”

But hints are emerging that 
American cities and the companies 
that sell trash are in for a rude awaken-
ing. A recent sign of this comes from 
Oregon, where truckloads of plastic 
are piling up at recycling depots be-

cause Chinese buyers cancelled their 
orders, as Oregon Public Broadcast-
ing reports.

And it’s not just plastic from Or-
egon. American waste recycling com-
panies are starting to panic. “What 
I’m hearing from folks in the indus-
try, it’s that just that nothing is going,” 
the industry insider says. “[China’s] 
not taking anything anymore. It’s a 
greenwall.”

What’s going on is this: the Chi-
nese government just launched Op-
eration Green Fence, forbidding the 
import of certain types of solid waste, 
including unwashed plastics and other 
illegal waste mixed in with the good 
stuff. This is a problem for the US be-
cause China is the primary source of 
demand for its to-be-recycled plastic 
exports.

Of course, you can’t always tell 
how serious a Chinese government 
ban will be, and it’s not even clear 
why China would come down so ag-
gressively. Despite its “trash moun-
tain” woes, it actually needs the plas-

tic resin for manufacturing.
Regardless, Green Fence 

looks like the real deal. Chinese 
ports have turned away “foreign 
garbage” by the hundreds upon 
thousands of tons. “If China 
customs found a syringe, even 
if it’s just one, in a bale of plas-
tic, it’s considered medical waste 
and the whole shipment would 
get rejected,” Peter Wang, CEO 
of recycling exporter America 
Chung Nam said at a conference 
recently.

The US’s reliance on China 
to buy up its plastic trash has 
meant that it’s neglected to keep 
developing its own plastic recy-
cling capacity.

The drop-off in Chinese de-
mand, and the lack of immedi-

Sitting on the Fence
The Canadian Context

by Susan MacVittie

As materials pile up in the 
Lower Mainland of Vancouver 
the restrictions on plastic exports 
to China have local recyclers feel-
ing lost. Peter Bissada, business 
developer of Westcoast Plastic Re-
cycling, said any lower-grade plas-
tic, unsorted plastic or materials 
that could contain bacteria such as 
beverage containers are now being 
turned away. The #1-7 mixed plas-
tics, that many of us diligently bring 
to the blue box for curbside pickup, 
are being stored in warehouses for 
now, in hopes that Operation Green 
Fence remains a temporary policy.

Creating a market and facilities 
to process post-consumer plastic in 
Canada would be very costly and 
risky. “We don’t have the cheap 
labour China has,” says Bissada. 
With a projected end date of Green 
Fence for November 2013, he poses 
that it won’t be long until China re-
opens its doors to business as usual.

However, Operation Green 
Fence sends an alarming signal 
regarding the sustainability of an 
export-based recycling system.

ately accessible alternatives, could hit 
American cities hard, says Quartz’s 
contact in the industry. “Cities are go-
ing to have a huge problem on their 
hands because they don’t know what 
to do with this stuff,” she says. “They 
have made commitments saying it’s 
recycled - but they didn’t say how or 
where.”

Not that the US couldn’t open 
new plants, but sorting trash to be re-
cycled is labor-intensive, and therefore 
expensive. (The US’s failure to sort it 
properly is why China is turning US 
trash away.) While optical sorters ex-
ist, those are expensive too. And ei-
ther will raise costs for US cities.

t
Reprinted from the Quartz, 
August 21, 2013, www.qz.com
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BC Premier Christy Clark and that Energizer Bunny® 
resource salesman we call Prime Minister have been mak-
ing a lot of noise lately about Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) 
sales to Asian markets. Clark once claimed BC LNG would 
be the cleanest in the world, although lately she has been 
defining her terms and now says only the actual LNG facil-
ity, not the gas or the pipelines, will be super natural green. 

BC’s Energy Objectives Regulation requires that “93% 
of the electricity generated in BC must come from clean 
or renewable resources.” Last year Clark’s government de-
creed that electricity generated from natural gas “to serve 
demand from facilities that liquefy natural gas for export by 
ship” would be excluded from the 93% requirement. 

But a flip of the pen doesn't begin to deal with the ques-
tion. The stakes are high, there's a lot of money at play, and 
there are a multitude of issues for the land, the water and 
the people. 

Methane, Natural Gas & LNG
LNG is natural gas which has been cooled to about mi-

nus 162°C, where it becomes a liquid, and takes up only 
1/600th of the volume it requires as a gas. As a liquid, it can 
be  transported in special tankers. 

Natural gas is mostly made up of the gas methane, 
CH4 – one carbon atom and four hydrogen – a simple fossil 
fuel. Like all fossil fuels, it emits carbon dioxide when it is 

burned, though methane is often presented as the “cleanest” 
of the fossil fuels. There is, however, a catastrophic Hyde to 
methane’s clean Jekyll: because it is such a small molecule, 
invisible and odourless, methane leaks constantly and from 
everything when it is handled, and these “fugitive emis-
sions” are estimated to run as high as 6% or more of the 
natural gas produced. 

Methane is a much more potent greenhouse gas than 
carbon dioxide – and an immediate effort to stop releas-
ing unburned methane would pay off in combating climate 
change faster than any other effort. However, methane is  
created by nature whenever carbon-based substances rot in 
the absence of oxygen – in landfills, flooded areas, dying 
forests, cows’ digestion, sewage.

Air pollution 
Although it is considered a clean fuel, when burned, 

natural gas emits very fine particulate, which has no safe 
limit for human health, because of impacts to the lungs, and 
the heart. 

Greenhouse Gas
The production of shale gas releases methane all along 

the way, from the well heads through the processing plants, 
through the pipelines, and into our homes, factories, mills 
where it is burned, and LNG plants where it is liquefied. By 
some estimates, these methane leaks make natural gas as 
bad for climate change as coal. 

Fractured Landscape
Because shale gas is not contained in pools, like con-

ventional gas, but is trapped in the shale somewhat like wa-
ter in a sponge and must be fractured out, hundreds and 
thousands of wells are required are required for mass pro-
duction, along with roads and pipelines, creating massive 
disturbance of the natural landscape. In particular, the Val-
halla Wilderness Society is warning that the planned pipe-
line that would feed the Petronas project runs through pro-
tected areas adjacent to the Khutzeymateen Grizzly Bear 
Sanctuary.

Water
In 2012, according to the BC Oil & Gas Commission 

(OGC), the oil and gas industry in BC used 3.8 million cu-
bic metres (m3) of water from short-term water licenses, 
defined as less than one year, (18.5 per cent of the approved 
volume), comparable to the 2011 volume of 3.7 million m3. 

But in 2012, a total of 7.1 million m3 of water was used 
just for hydraulic fracturing of about 9,000 wells (this total 
includes short term permits as well as long term leases). 
The greatest average water use was 76,923 m3 per well in 50 

wells in the Horn River Basin. 
The OGC says that in 2012, the maximum surface wa-

ter usage was less than 0.075% of the mean annual run-
off in the northeast watersheds. In the same year, industry 
produced 1.45 trillion cubic feet (tcf) of natural gas (CAPP 
Statistical Handbook, 2012 Data).

Supply of Natural Gas
As of 2013, the National Energy Board reports that it 

has approved three export permits, totalling 1.7 trillion cu-
bic feet per year (Douglas Channel Energy, Kitimat LNG 
and LNGCanada) and five more are pending for 4 trillion 
cubic feet per year (Pacific Northwest, BG Group, Wood-
fibre, WCC LNG [Exxon] and Jordan Cove) – for a total of 
5.7 tcf/year. However, in 2011, the most recent report avail-
able to the public, the BC Oil and Gas Commission esti-
mated natural gas reserves at 34.6 tcf. 

That would supply roughly six years of production for 
current export licences, not the 80 years touted by the BC 
government (“BC LNG: Shale gas expert David Hughes 
debunks minister’s math,” Common Sense Canadian, Sep-
tember 2013)

Energy
Cooling natural gas to a liquid  takes enormous energy, 

mainly for the refrigeration compressors, and amounts to 
about 85% of the electricity demand of a LNG plant. BC 
Hydro says that if it supplies only the other 15%, the non-
liquefaction load, it will have enough surplus capacity to 
meet 3,000 gigawatt hours (GWh) of demand from LNG 
plants to 2021 – less than half its upper estimate for poten-
tial demand from LNG plants.   

The upstream activities with natural gas – producing 
and processing it – also take a lot of energy. So will trans-
porting it across the province to the coast from the Horn 
River and Montney basins in the interior. BC Hydro states 
that it is not planning to provide power for hydraulic frac-
turing or for pipeline compression – gas or diesel will pro-
vide the former power, and natural gas the latter.

Hydro’s planning also includes building Site C, the 
third hydroelectric dam on the Peace River, to provide an 
extra 5100 GWh by 2024 (BC Hydro Integrated Resource 
Plan, August 2013.) BC Hydro does not link Site C to Horn 
River, but former Energy Minister and now Senator Rich-
ard Neufeld has done so – stating that the gas play demand 
is in the order of 500 Mw, “a significant amount of Site C.” 
(“Senator wants Site C dam to power fossil fuel extraction, 
environmentalist charges,” Matthew Burrows, Georgia 
Straight, February 11, 2010) 

Proposed Natural Gas Pipelines and LNG Plants in BC, October 2013

Sponsored by
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LNG continued

Markets
Because the United States has been busily exploiting 

its own shale gas, it does not expect to import much gas 
from BC. North America is awash in this boom of fracked 
shale gas.

That’s why the big buzz, the pot of gold, is now in 
Asian markets for LNG, such as Japan where the current 
price is $16 as opposed to under $5 in North America. That 
price differential is producing potential investment an-
nouncements every other day, the most recent being an eye-
popping offer to invest $36 billion in BC from Malaysia’s 
government-owned Petronas, owner of the Pacific North-
west LNG project. 

Notably, none of the financial buzz and big promises 
have so far been accompanied by any firm commitments by 
the companies. That is because those companies who might 
invest in LNG are playing one jurisdiction off against an-
other, increasingly dealing for the lowest costs and highest 
subsidies where the natural gas is produced. 

Premier Clark would have us believe that opening the 
taps on LNG will simultaneously open a flow of cash into 
BC. Chevron’s Jeff Lehrmann, Apache’s partner in Kitimat 
LNG, says that’s not going to happen: “Big uncertainty sur-
rounds what fiscal regime the project will face in British 
Columbia,” (“Kitimat LNG project’s fate depends on num-
bers,” Dan Healing, Calgary Herald, October 16, 2013).

The BC government is promising royalty rates which 
they claim will simultaneously be pleasing to industry and 
taxpayers. You judge: natural gas is already a giveaway in 
BC with an effective royalty rate in 2012/13 of 6.9%. It’s 
not difficult to see that this might be pleasing to industry, 
but impossible to understand why BC citizens should find 
it acceptable. 

BC’s powerful First Nations remain cautiously inter-
ested in partnering in this resource development because it 
is seen as less damaging than oil, while still offering badly 
needed revenues and jobs to their communities. However, 
Lehrmann “is also looking at bringing in foreign temporary 
workers.”

Fracking
Hydraulic fracturing – fracking – is almost universally 

used in shale and tight gas wells to maximize the gas pro-
duction from those wells. It is often a near-continuous proc-
ess along the length of a well. 

Sand and a wide variety of unregulated and undisclosed 
chemicals are pumped into the shale and the tight forma-
tions to open them up (fracture) and release the natural gas. 
Some of the chemicals used in fracking are long- lasting 
toxics, which would otherwise be hazardous waste, and 
have contaminated aquifers. Other toxics which have been 

trapped in the rock, such as sulphides, arsenic, and even 
radioactivity can be released in the process. Fracking over 
large areas is also proven to cause localized earthquakes. 

The environmental risks and impacts of fracking are 
well documented, and opposition to fracking projects now 
precedes the activity. Communities around the world – be-
cause shale gas potential appears to be just about every-
where – know about it, and object. In part, this is because 
the shales underlie many densely settled areas, and the work 
takes place in the water people drink and on the edge of 
their properties. In North America, fracking the Marcellus 
Shale, which runs from New York through Pennsylvania, 
West Virginia and into Tennessee, and the Barnett Shale 
in Texas are good examples. In October, violence flared, 
police vehicles were burned, and many were arrested at 
a First Nations blockade in New Brunswick. Quebec, the 
only jurisdiction in Canada which has officially put a stop 
to fracking, is being sued under NAFTA by the company 
using the technique under the St. Lawrence River.

In BC, the proliferation of drilling and fracking is in re-
mote areas. Few humans may be affected, but water is, and 
extensive land is compromised. Government’s cynical re-
sponse to concerns about fracking is in sections of the 2010 
Oil and Gas Activities Act and a 2013 change to the Water 
Act which extended already widely criticized and overused 
“short term” permits from one year to two.” In 2012, West 
Coast Environmental Law acknowledged the great progress 
that was being made with this headline in its blog: “BC Oil 
& Gas Commission hires a hydrologist – about time!” 

Champions of the regulatory regime will point at some 
of the stronger language in the Oil and Gas Activities Act. 
The problems are: that most of the reporting is done by 
the companies themselves; the OGC has almost no staff to 
monitor what’s really going on; the OGC questionable mo-
tivation to catch or prosecute offenders; and virtually all 
of the activities of concern are miles in the bush and deep 
underground. Monitor that! 

t

By Delores Broten with thanks to Arthur Caldicott, the 
Northwest Institute for Bioregional Research, Smithers, and the 
Skeena Watershed Conservation Coalition, Hazelton, BC. 

Sources: Watershed Sentinel files, and Fracking by the Num-
bers: Key Impacts of Dirty Drilling at the State and National 
Level, John Rumpler, Environment America Research & Policy 
Center, October 2013; "About LNG," Northwest Institute, Smith-
ers BC, revised October 2013; Water Use in Oil and Gas Activi-
ties, annual reports, BC Oil & Gas Commission; Methane Emis-
sions from Natural Gas Systems, Howarth et al, 2012, http://www.
eeb.cornell.edu/howarth/publications/Howarth_et_al_2012_Na-
tional_Climate_Assessment.pdf 
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by Thomas Cheney

Electric cars have drawn a lot of 
attention, but zero-emissions automo-
biles still have an environmental im-
pact. For instance, mining and manu-
facturing materials for the batteries 
and chassis all have an environmental 
impact. Combining electric transpor-
tation with mass transit makes for a 
superior and more affordable, readily 
available alternative. And unlike cur-
rently expensive electric cars, electric 
buses are competitive today with die-
sel buses. Thanks to recent develop-
ments in lithium-titanate batteries, it 
is possible for a bus to be charged in 
several minutes and provide the juice 
for 30 to 40 kilometres. The batter-
ies are guaranteed to last for 10 years 
of regular use by the manufacturer 
AltairNano. Because of fast charg-
ing and regular routes, electric public 
transit routes do not suffer from the 
range anxiety that electric car users 
anticipate. While recharging can pose 
challenges for some electric vehicles, 
fast-charge electric buses combine 
frequent, scheduled short-bursts of 
charging to allows electric buses to 
work all day.

Electric bus technology is more 
than a century old, and electric trol-
leybuses still ply the streets of many 
cities throughout the world, includ-
ing Vancouver and Seattle. However, 
new fast-charge buses avoid the re-
quirement to build a standard electric 
trolleybus system typically costing a 
million dollars per kilometre or more. 
The batteries allow buses to travel 
30 to 50 kilometres on a 10-minute 
charge. Unlike their trolleybus cous-
ins, fast-charge electric buses provide 
sustainable transportation with much 
less infrastructure and thus can be 
used economically on less intensively 

served suburban and rural routes. In 
Wenatchee, Washington, fast-charge 
buses by E-bus continuously serve the 
small city’s downtown. An Opbrid, 
adapted plug-in, hybrid, fast-charge 
bus serves a 45-minute route in Umea, 
Sweden, practically eliminating die-
sel use.

Battery electric buses work by re-
charging at route ends, allowing them 
to keep current schedules. Because 
charging arms extend automatically, 
the driver remains seated. A particu-
larly innovative electric bus is manu-
factured by Proterra and is used in 
several American cities. Proterra bus-
es are made from lightweight carbon 
fibre, which gives them exceptional 
fuel econony. In spite of the millon-
dollar price tag, the fuel savings from 
the 24-miles-per-gallon performance 
keeps lifetime cost similar to, or even 
lower than, a four-miles-a-gallon die-
sel bus. BC Transit explored the use of 
a Proterra fuel cell variant in Victoria 
in 2010.

Other companies getting on the 
electric bus bandwagon include Cana-

dian industrial icon, Bombardier, with 
their Primove technology. Primove 
recharges buses using wireless induc-
tive charging which requires only that 
the bus stop over a segment of adapt-
ed pavement to charge. The technol-
ogy is currently being prototyped in 
Europe. Inductive charging has also 
been proposed as way to electrify 
highways, avoiding the need to stop 
and recharge.

Electric vehicles hold the prom-
ise of cleaner air, climate stability and 
reduced geopolitical entanglements. 
In addition, they avoid oil-extraction 
impacts. While electric cars struggle 
to gain market adoption on a large 
scale, battery electric bus technolo-
gies stand ready to revolutionize pub-
lic transit. Electric buses pave the way 
for an electric, rather than petroleum-
based, transportation system.

 
t

Thomas Cheney is a Master’s 
student at the University of North-
ern British Columbia, researching 
climate-change mitigation.
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by Lucy Sharratt

Biotechnology corporations 
would like us to believe 
that their technology can 
remake industrial agricul-

ture and usher in a second “Green 
Revolution” that will feed the entire 
world. Now that genetically modified 
organisms (GMOs) have been in the 
ground for almost 20 years, we can 
evaluate the reality of GMOs, and 
their future “green” potential. We can 
also look at our options for making 
green food choices.

A fundamental problem, that’s 
never been dealt with, is that geneti-
cally engineered (also called geneti-
cally modified or GM) plants are liv-
ing, self-replicating pollution. Once 
GMOs are released into the environ-
ment, they cannot be controlled or re-
called. This fact alone begs us to use 
the precautionary principle, and yet 
our government has allowed GM soy, 
corn, canola, and white sugar beets to 
be grown in Canada, while GM cot-
ton, alfalfa, papaya and squash are 
planted in other countries - mainly the 
US Even after multiple, serious con-
tamination incidents our government 
is still considering approving a GM 
apple and a GM salmon and the first 
GM perennial crop, GM alfalfa, could 
be put on the market any day. 

The ecological impact of GM con-
tamination is particularly profound 
because contamination threatens the 
future of ecological farming. GM con-
tamination not only directly threatens 
organic farming, which prohibits the 
use of GMOs, but also threatens crop 
diversity and the future of small-scale 
farming around the world. 

GM contamination can change 
how plants perform in unpredictable 
ways and threaten the food security 
of people who depend on those crops. 
For example, imported GM yellow 
corn from the US has already con-
taminated some native corn varieties 
in Mexico and created havoc for in-
digenous farmers who are gradually 
removing this contaminant. Mexico 
is the centre of origin of corn (maize), 
with the greatest genetic diversity in 
this crop and its wild relatives. That’s 
why a recent court-ordered suspen-
sion of proposed massive GM corn 
plantings in Mexico needs to become 
a permanent ban.

Toxic Fallout

The GM crops currently on the 
market – mostly corn, canola, soy 
and cotton - are developed for large-
scale, monoculture industrial agri-
culture and have increased the use of 
pesticides (Benbrook, 2012). Right 
now, 85% of all GM crops are herbi-
cide-tolerant, which means they’re 
engineered to survive herbicide 
sprayings that kill all the surround-
ing weeds. New glyphosate-tolerant 
weeds are evidence of the overuse 
of glyphosate, a key ingredient in 
Monsanto’s “Roundup” formulation 
that goes with their GM “Roundup 
Ready” corn, canola and soy. These 
superweeds have led Dow and Mon-
santo to develop GM crops tolerant to 
other, older herbicides such as 2,4-D 
and dicamba. Even the GM insect-
resistant (Bt) plants designed to kill 
insects are no longer reducing insec-

ticide use because the Bt crops them-
selves function as pesticides, and the 
pests are now becoming resistant. 

The dominance of GM herbi-
cide-tolerant corn in the American 
corn-belt has further destroyed the 
milkweed food source of monarch 
butterflies, which are now suffering 
record-low numbers. 

Together, the US, Brazil and Ar-
gentina grow 76% of the world’s GM 
crops. It’s huge pesticide-depend-
ent soy farms that dominate South 
America’s GE production, mostly for 
animal feed and biofuels. This soy is 
called “green gold” but it’s responsi-
ble for intense social devastation as 
well as ecological harm. 

Argentina’s largest fertilizer as-
sociation is now warning that the 
country is planting too much soy, 
which is depleting soil nutrients. 
But it’s not just soil fertility and in-
sect diversity that’s sacrificed in 
toxic GM farming. Soy production 
in Paraguay, the world’s fourth larg-
est exporter, now takes up triple the 
area it did in 1998, and it’s poisoning 
small farmers. Small farms are being 
surrounded by endless fields of GM 
herbicide-tolerant soy and farmers are 
either forced to leave to the city or be 
poisoned. Children have died from 
this pesticide poisoning, and farmers 
cannot protect their animals and crops 
from spray drift.

Organic Prohibits GM

There is no “green” food without 
justice and this is why genetic engi-
neering will never be green. Food sov-

ereignty requires local control over 
our food system, for the benefit of all 
people. Genetic engineering comes 
from the lab, not from farmers, and 
is owned and controlled by corpora-
tions, for corporate profit. The same 
six companies that control all the 
GM seeds in the world - Monsanto, 
DuPont, Syngenta, Bayer, Dow, and 
BASF – also control 75% of all private 
sector plant breeding research, 60% of 
the commercial seed market, and 76% 
of global agrochemical sales (ETC 
Group 2013). Such a high degree of 
control over agricultural inputs warns 
us that GM seeds will never be more 
than corporate seeds. 

In a confusing world where we 
have less and less control over the 
impacts of basic decisions we make 
everyday, taking control over our 
food choices is a concrete way to con-
tribute, not just to our own health, but 
also to the health of the planet and the 
people who grow our food.

Organic farming prohibits GM 
and local organic food provides the 
greenest choice available. The organic 
standard prohibits the use of GM seeds 
and GM animal feed. For example, if 
meat, dairy and eggs are not certi-
fied organic, the animals were likely 
fed GM grains. But certified organic 
food is not just produced without 

GMOs and chemical pesticides, it’s 
also made in accordance with many 
proactive ecological practices includ-
ing standards for animal welfare and 
soil conservation. 

Buying more fresh food over 
packaged food also removes our ex-
posure to GM ingredients. Most GM 
corn, canola and soy is processed into 
ingredients for packaged food and 
animal feed. With the exception of 
some GM sweetcorn, and papaya and 
squash imported from the U.S., there 
are no whole GM fruits or vegetables 
in our grocery stores. 

However, there are some tricky 
choices if we are seeking non-GM 
food that may lead us to less-than-
green products. For example, “natu-
ral” is a meaningless label on food 
products, with no rules or laws. There 
are also now some “Non-GMO Project 
Verified” products on grocery shelves 
in Canada. The Non-GMO Project 
Verified logo (www.nongmoproject.
org) provides a strong standard of 
non-GM products for consumers, but 
this choice is not necessarily green. 

It’s important to know that while 
organic food is grown without GM, 
non-GM ingredients are not neces-
sarily organic. Canadian company 
Nature’s Path manufactures certified 
organic products that are also Non-

GMO Project Verified and while Na-
ture’s Path is a strong supporter of 
the Project, it also acknowledges that 
the Non-GMO label is not enough 
by itself. As company founder Arran 
Stephen’s recently told protestors at a 
March Against Monsanto this year, 
“It’s a step in the right direction. How-
ever, it is not all that great. Harmful 
and unsustainable toxic agricultural 
chemicals are still allowed with this 
label, just not GMOs. The trouble with 
this label is that some companies are 
using it to greenwash their products. 
It is nowhere near as good as organic.” 

We need to celebrate the progress 
we are making, and the choices that 
we take when we can. If we all take 
some steps in the right direction, we 
will move faster towards the future 
we want. And if we can match the 
healthy and ethical choices we make 
as consumers with political actions in 
our communities, we will be able to 
transform our society together. 

t

Lucy Sharratt is the Coordinator 
of the Canadian Biotechnology Action 
Network, www.cban.ca 

ETC Group, “Putting the Cartel 
before the Horse...and Farm, Seeds, 
Soil, Peasants.” www.etcgroup.org/
content/new-report-putting-cartel-
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“Impacts of 
genetically engi-
neered crops on 
pesticide use in 
the U.S. – the first 
sixteen years” 
by Charles M. 
Benbrook, www.
enveurope.com/
content/24/1/24/
abstract
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LAND

by Joyce Nelson

In early September, Rainfor-
est Action Network (RAN) 
launched a major campaign tar-
geting 20 of the largest snack 

food companies that use palm oil in 
their candy bars and potato chips. 
“Cut Conflict Palm Oil, Not Rainfor-
ests” says RAN, citing massive con-
version of rainforests and peatlands 
to palm oil plantations in Malaysia 
and Indonesia. RAN’s campaign 
also highlights labour abuses, declin-
ing wildlife populations, and violent 
clashes between communities and 
palm oil developers.

RAN says these issues cause ma-
jor risk to the reputations of brands 
like Kraft, Nestle, Hershey’s, Conagra 
Foods, Dunkin’ Donuts, Mars, Gener-
al Mills, PepsiCo, among others.

Ironically, however, many of 
these same companies and/or their 
suppliers have already long pledged 
to source only palm oil certified un-
der the Roundtable on Sustainable 
Palm Oil (RSPO). And, they likely 
have their “Greenpalm Certificates” 
to prove it.

Therein lies a story of NGO-
business “collaboration” gone ter-
ribly wrong, leading to a decade of 
greenwashing during which palm oil 
production and use has almost tripled, 
along with environmental and societal 
horror stories from Southeast Asia 
and, increasingly, Africa.

Greenpalm Certificates
The Roundtable on Sustainable 

Palm Oil was formed in 2004 – the 
brainchild of the international World 
Wildlife Fund for Nature (WWF) 
and food giant Unilever. The RSPO 
involves growers, processors, multi-
national food companies, investors, 
and NGOs.  For the Roundtable to 
classify palm oil as “certified sustain-
able,” growers must undergo third-
party assessments verifying the oil 
is the product of “legal, economically 

viable, environmentally appropriate, 
and socially beneficial management 
and operations.” These RSPO certi-
fication standards are quite high, but 
– in a bizarre twist – the standards 
are only voluntary, not mandatory, for 
RSPO members.

Even more problematic, when the 
RSPO was first established, one of 
its member companies came up with 
a scheme for paper “offsets” called 
Greenpalm certificates. This scheme 
allows a purchaser of palm oil to 
claim that all its sourced palm oil has 
been “sustainably produced,” when in 
fact it has instead simply purchased 
Greenpalm certificates.

John Bryant, the CEO of food gi-
ant Kellogg Co., explained (Financial 
Post, March 8, 2012): “We take the 
whole area of sustainability of palm 
oil very seriously. We buy sustainably 
sourced palm oil, and where it’s not 
available we buy the green certificates 
to cover it.”

As The Economist (June 24, 2010) 
noted, “Big companies all buy from 
processors and traders [like Wilmar, 
Archer Daniels Midland, Cargill, 
Bunge], rather than directly from 
plantations. In an ideal world, planta-
tions and mills would be certified as 
sustainable, and the oil they produce 
would be shipped separately. But this 
is expensive, say people in the indus-
try, so there is no large-scale segrega-

tion of supply: if plantations produce 
oil certified as sustainable, it [physi-
cally] gets mixed in with the rest.”

In 2012, only about 15 per cent of 
global palm oil production was RSPO 
certified.

In its September 2013 report, 
Certifying Destruction, Greenpeace 
International stated: “RSPO-certified 
producers receive certificates for each 
tonne of certified palm oil they pro-
duce, then sell these certificates via 
the Greenpalm online marketplace to 
palm oil end users such as food manu-
facturers, who may then claim to be 
‘supporting sustainable palm oil’....
Certificates are traded anonymously 
and the actual palm oil in the end 
user’s products is bought on the open 
market. This system offers no trace-
ability; end users usually do not know 
which plantation either the Green-
palm certificates or the physical palm 
oil came from. The palm oil in their 
products may be from plantations in-
volved in forest destruction.”

That situation has fostered the 
purchase of Greenpalm certificates 
by global companies, who consider 
the offset price to be just another part 
of their marketing expenses.

Costing about $3 per ton for palm 
oil, or $20 per ton for palm kernel 
oil, the paper offsets are, according 
to nationalgeographic.com (August 
8, 2013), “a cheap marketing alterna-
tive to physical sustainable palm oil, 
which runs at many times that cost, 
depending on the product.” Multi-
national brands “have been quick to 
jump on the opportunity to divert 
criticism with the use” of these cer-
tificates. “Corporations including 
Unilever, Kellogg, and Avon products 
clearly state on their websites that 
they are ‘sourcing sustainable palm 
oil’ through the use of these certifi-
cates.”

The Palm Oil Consumers Ac-
tion (POCA) group calls Greenpalm 
certificates a greenwashing tool and 

Continued on Page 28  
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an “obstacle” to developing a sustain-
able industry. POCA’s LeAnn Fox told 
nationalgeographic.com, “If we look 
at other certification bodies like the 
organic label or fair trade label, when 
you buy something that is organic or 
fairly traded, that’s what it is. No one 
else has offsets like the RSPO where 
brands could say we couldn’t find or-
ganic product so here’s a conventional 
one and the offset we bought to [magi-
cally] make it organic.”

In May 2013, the RSPO – at its 
Extraordinary General Meeting in 
Kuala Lumpur – formally rejected 
calls to stop certifying as “sustain-
able” palm oil produced through 
deforestation, the use of poisonous 
chemicals like paraquat, and the de-
struction of peatlands. Desmogblog.
com (May 6, 2013) called this “an 
exercise in patently absurd Orwellian 
PR: if something produced through 
wholesale destruction of tropical rain-
forest is considered ‘sustainable,’ the 
word has lost any meaning at all. But 
the decision is sadly symptomatic of 
broader challenges faced by sustain-
ability certification efforts across a 
variety of different industries.”

Why Protect the RSPO?
After the Kuala Lumpur meet-

ing, even RSPO co-founder WWF de-
clared the Greenpalm certificate proc-
ess a failure and joined a new palm-oil 
certification body, the Palm Oil In-

novation Group. Nonetheless, neither 
RAN, nor Greenpeace International, 
nor WWF International is calling for 
companies to abandon the RSPO. Ap-
parently, that’s because at the upcom-
ing AGM of the RSPO in November 
2013, some Malaysian palm producers 
are threatening to withdraw from the 
RSPO and weaken it substantially – 
thereby leaving little to build on. But 
if another certifying organization is 
starting, it’s not clear why the RSPO 
is necessary.

Greenpeace’s Certifying De-
struction report states:  “The Palm Oil 
Innovation Group (POIG) is an initia-
tive by NGOs and progressive palm 
oil companies not to reject the RSPO 
but to go beyond it through additional 
requirements for the industry.... While 
RSPO standards on forest conversion 
and other areas such as land rights 
are clearly inadequate, they remain 
an important improvement over no 
standards at all. Hence, Greenpeace is 
not calling for companies to abandon 
the RSPO; rather, we call for them to 
go beyond RSPO standards.”

But according to the UN Perma-
nent Forum on Indigenous Issues, at 
least 60 million more peasant farmers 
worldwide risk losing their land and 
means of subsistence because of the 
planned rapid expansion of palm oil 
plantations into Africa and elsewhere.  
Liberia, Uganda, Cameroon, Angola, 
the Congo, Nigeria, the Ivory Coast, 
Ghana, Togo, and the Phillippines 

have all been targeted for palm oil de-
velopment. And those Greenpalm cer-
tificates will likely be used to ‘justify’ 
such expansion to the public.

Gang Green?
In a piece for The Nation (May 1, 

2013), Naomi Klein took aim at sev-
eral Big Green NGOs – WWF, the 
Nature Conservancy, Wildlife Con-
servation Society, Natural Resources 
Defense Council, Conservation Inter-
national – for their failure to divest 
from fossil fuels. She wrote:  “Maybe 
that shouldn’t come as a complete 
surprise, since some of the most pow-
erful and wealthiest environmental 
organizations have long behaved as 
if they had a stake in the oil and gas 
industry. They led the climate move-
ment down various dead ends: carbon 
trading, carbon offsets, natural gas as 
a ‘bridge fuel’ – what these policies all 
held in common is that they created 
the illusion of progress while allow-
ing the fossil fuel companies to keep 
mining, drilling and fracking with 
abandon. We always knew that the 
groups pushing hardest for these false 
solutions took donations from, and 
formed corporate partnerships with, 
the big [greenhouse gas] emitters. But 
this was explained away as an attempt 
at constructive engagement – using 
the power of the market to fix market 
failures. Now it turns out that some 
green groups are literally part owners 
of the industry causing the crisis they 
are purportedly trying to solve.”

Similarly, in a hard-hitting piece 
called Way Beyond Greenwashing: 
Have Corporations Captured Big 
Conservation? published in green-
medinfo.com (August 11, 2013), 
Jonathan R. Latham, co-founder and 
executive director the Bioscience Re-
source Project, questions the whole 
notion of NGO collaboration with big 
business, especially the goal of using 
commodity certification to achieve 
“market transformation” of industries.

He writes: “In public, the conser-
vation nonprofits [like WWF] justify 
market transformation [by certifica-
tion schemes] as cooperative; they 
wish to work with others, not against 
them. However, they have chosen to 
work preferentially with powerful and 
wealthy corporations. Why not co-
operate instead with small farmers’ 
movements, indigenous groups, and 
already successful standards, such 
as fair-trade, organic and non-GMO?  
These are causes that could use the 
help of big international organiza-
tions... Instead, the new ‘Responsi-
ble’ and ‘Sustainable’ standards [for 
agribusiness] threaten organic, fair-
trade, and local food systems which 
are some of the environmental move-
ment’s biggest success.”

Latham further notes:  “One clue 
to the enthusiasm for ‘market transfor-
mation’ [certification schemes] may 
be that financial rewards are avail-
able. According to Nina Holland of 
Corporate Europe Observatory, [com-
modity] certification is ‘now a core 
business’ for WWF. Indeed, WWF 
and the Dutch nonprofit Solidaridad 
are currently receiving millions of eu-
ros from the Dutch government (un-
der its Sustainable Trade Action Plan) 
to support these schemes. According 
to the plan, 67 million euros have al-
ready been committed, and similar 
amounts are promised.”

Meanwhile, the dark story hidden 
behind the Roundtable on Sustainable 
Palm Oil keeps unfolding.

Captive Children
Palm oil and its derivatives are 

found in thousands of products world-
wide, everything from packaged do-
nuts, scented candles, and soap, to 
lipstick, toothpaste, candy bars and 
biodiesel. One of the reasons that 
palm oil is used so widely – instead of 
alternatives such as canola oil, soy oil, 
sunflower oil, or olive oil – is that it is 
cheap by comparison.

WWF & Unilever
The WWF-Unilever brainchild called the Roundtable on Sustainable Palm Oil was 

not the first “collaboration” between the NGO and the food giant. In 1997, the two cre-
ated the Marine Stewardship Council (MSC) – a private group that sets standards for 
fisheries, accredits third-party certifiers, and now encompasses about 11 per cent of the 
global harvest from wild fisheries.

But critics of the Marine Stewardship Council claim that its standards are so weak 
that controversial fisheries are being certified — like the certification of the US trawl 
fishery for Alaskan pollock (whose spawning numbers have been declining radically 
since 2004), and the certification of a swordfish fishery that catches more sharks than 
swordfish.

All MSC-certified seafood is eligible to use an MSC logo with the words “certi-
fied sustainable seafood” on it. In 2013, Global food giant McDonald’s launched a new 
Alaskan pollack fish product displaying the MSC label, thereby greenwashing its own 
image too. 

Recently, a team of investiga-
tors found out just why palm oil is 
“cheap.” In July, Brandeis Univer-
sity’s Schuster Institute for Investiga-
tive Journalism released a report stat-
ing that thousands of child workers 
and forced labourers are being held 
captive on plantations owned by one 
of Malaysia’s biggest palm oil produc-
ers, Kuala Lumpur Kepong (KLK), an 
RSPO member which sells to palm oil 
supplier Cargill, which in turn sells 
palm oil to Nestle, General Mills, 
Kraft Foods, and Kellogg.

A similar situation exists in In-
donesia. Report author E. Benjamin 
Skinner wrote for Bloomberg Busi-
nessweek (July 18, 2013): “A nine-
month investigation of the industry, 
including interviews with workers at 
or near 12 plantations on Borneo and 
Sumatra – two islands that hold 96 
per cent of Indonesia’s palm oil op-
erations – revealed widespread abuses 
of basic human rights. Among the 
estimated 3.7 million workers in the 
[$44 billion] industry are thousands 
of child labourers and workers who 
face dangerous and abusive condi-
tions.  Debt bondage is common, and 
traffickers who prey on victims face 
few, if any, sanctions from business or 
government officials.”

A glimmer of hope: the US Fed-
eral Trade Commission (FTC) is now 

cracking down on “eco-friendly” 
fraudsters who try to bamboozle the 
public. And their crackdown may 
even hit the powerful RSPO.

In 2012, the FTC issued a revised 
set of rules under which companies 
can claim that a product or process is 
environmentally sound. Otherwise, 
the FTC legal watchdogs will take 
them to court, as they’ve done to big 
clothing retailers selling “bamboo” 
products that are actually rayon, paint 
manufacturers claiming their products 
emit no hazardous fumes, and others.

According to the New York Times 
(May 31, 2013), the new FTC guide-
lines “also update previous guidance 
on what constitutes a legitimate cer-
tification or endorsement.  They now 
state explicitly that any certifying 
body must be independent of the in-
dustry it oversees and that any ‘mate-
rial connection’ to that industry must 
be disclosed.”

One would hope that slavery, de-
forestation and land-grabbing – all 
passed off as “green” and “sustain-
able” through the Greenpalm certifi-
cates – would catch the attention of the 
Federal Trade Commission.  Mean-
while, consumers are spreading the 
word to avoid buying palm oil prod-
ucts, especially by eating primarily 
whole, local, and homemade foods.

During Earth Island Journal’s 
recent interview with Naomi Klein, 
she referred to the “elite roots” of 
many environmental organizations 
and their “not being willing to give 
up their elite status” in order to make 
real change. Within days of that in-
terview being published in the UK’s 
The Guardian, Kensington Palace 
in September announced that Prince 
William was leaving the military to 
form a conservation coalition which 
includes WWF-UK.

t
Joyce Nelson is an award-win-

ning freelance writer/researcher and 
the author of five books.
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In late September, Tides Canada 
released a seminal report, The Clean-
est LNG in the World? aimed at the 
massive development of Liquefied 
Natural Gas (LNG) in northern BC. 
The following day, the Pew Founda-
tion released a report purporting to 
show how to make oil drilling in the 
Arctic safe. Although a cynic might 
be tempted to respond to both reports 
with “Yes, sure, when pigs can fly!” 
the pattern is glaringly obvious.

The pattern of money calling the 
strategic shots is what Naomi Klein 
took aim at during a recent interview 
in Earth Island Journal and Salon. 
Klein’s comments proved controver-
sial because she claims that the “Big 
Green” environmental groups have 
become co-opted by their corporate 
funders and partners:

“We now understand it’s about 
corporate partnerships.… It’s casting 
corporations as the solution, as the 
willing participants and part of this 
solution.”

In No, Naomi Klein And Salon, 
‘Denialism’ By Enviros Has Not Been 
‘More Damaging Than The Right-
Wing Denialism, American climate 
expert Joe Romm attacks Klein, 
arguing that to save a forest, for ex-
ample, takes money: “The only way 
to stop carbon emissions from defor-
estation is to come up with a lot of 
money to pay people more to preserve 
the forest (while extracting value sus-
tainably, if that can be done). If you 
oppose corporate partnerships to pre-
serve forest land, then once again, 
other than finding the goose that lays 
golden eggs, you’re going to have to 

set up some sort of a trading scheme 
that values a preserved forest.… But 
Klein appears to dismiss the whole 
notion of valuing ‘ecosystem services 
and natural capital.’

—ClimateProgress.org, 
September 9, 2013 

Macdonald Stainsby of tarsand-
struth.org discusses the money mov-
ing the eco-pieces around in Stock-
holm Syndrome in a Three Piece Suit, 
outlining some of background to the 
Canadian Boreal Forest Agreement  
(CBFA) between green groups and log-
ging companies – an agreement which 
was funded, designed, and signed by 
foundations to divvy up Canada’s bo-
real forest. (Greenpeace and Canopy 
have since withdrawn due to lack of 
progress and First Nations protested 
all along). “There are uniting threads 
to these groups. Not one of them hold 
annual general meetings where policy 
is set by memberships, and a few of 
them aren’t actually Environmental 
NGO’s… The CBFA marks the blur-
ring of lines between all the various 
Green groups and fronts and founda-
tions. The Pew Environment Group is 
directly funded by Pew [Foundation], 
of course, but so are all the remaining 
groups.”

Stainsby is driven by fear that 
Tides Canada will soon be instru-
mental in cutting a deal to approve tar 
sands expansion: “At a week-long re-
treat attended by ENGO reps last fall, 
participants agreed to not talk about 
what was decided at the meeting, or 
to speak about the individual who is 

in charge of the “coalition,” who con-
trols the distribution of a few million 
per year in foundation funding.”

—www.counterpunch.org, 
September 13-15, 2013  

Montreal writer and organizer Dru 
Oja Jay put events in the light of the 
last 50 years of North American social 
movements in Where’s the Democ-
racy in the Environmental Movement? 
Struggles against tar sands and frack-
ing in Canada are missing an ASSÉ 
or a SNCC. [l’Association pour une 
Solidarité Syndicale Étudiante, Student 
Non-Violent Co-ordinating Committee] 

“… Strategies for Canada’s envi-
ronmental movement are formulated at 
island retreats, in boardrooms, and on 
staff conference calls.… Local activists 
and community members are enlisted 
to be a part of campaigns, often at the 
last minute, but are shut out of the larg-
er discussions.

“So, who makes the decisions for 
Canada’s environmental movement? 
The lack of transparency makes it im-
possible to know for sure, but the hand-
ful of foundations that ENGOs rely on 
for funding have considerable sway.” 

Jay concludes: “The most suc-
cessful movements in history thrived 
without foundation money. Without 
them, the world would look very differ-
ent today. The first step is developing 
a recognition of the need for a demo-
cratic venue where movement partici-
pants can make decisions independent 
of foundations. The second is finding 
the will to build it.”

—www.mediacoop.ca, Sept. 10, 2013

Genuine movements come from the grassroots, not the invisible patronage of 
millionaires and billionaires. As the old adage goes, “You live and you learn.”

—”Inconvenient  Truths About Tar Sands Action,” The Insider, www.counterpunch.org, April 2012.
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by Beverly Bell and Tory Field 

Inatoy Sidsagi and his cousin Es-
teban Herrera, from the indigenous 
Kuna Yala (also known as Guna Yala) 
nation in Panama, make up the indige-
nous rap group Kunarevolution. They 
rap about Mother Earth and the Ku-
na’s inalienable right to protect their 
lands and waters. 

The Kuna Yala people recently 
prevailed over a threat to their lands, 
in the form of carbon trading. REDD 
(Reducing Emissions from Deforesta-
tion and Forest Degradation) is a glo-
bal program promoted by the UN, in-
dustrialized nations, and international 
financial institutions like the World 
Bank. REDD allows countries and 
corporations to buy “clean-air” cred-
its from countries with undeveloped 
forests. In exchange, governments, 
indigenous nations, and other groups 
agree to preserve areas of their for-
ests, with the rationale that the trees’ 
absorption of carbon, the element that 
causes global warming, will counter-
act damage done by industrial pollut-
ers.

Kuna Yala Reject REDD 

In October 2011, the US-based 
Wildlife Works Carbon presented a 
REDD proposal to the Kuna Yala. The 
fifty-one communities spent a year 
and a half in consultation. In June 
2013, the Kuna Yala general congress 
voted to reject the corporate proposal. 
They declared, further, their complete 
withdrawal “from all discussions at 
the national and international level 
on the REDD issue” and a prohibition 
on “organizing events, conferences, 
workshops and other activities on the 
issue.”

We interviewed the hip-hop artist 
Inatoy Sidsagi from a liberated terri-
tory of the Lenca indigenous people 
of Honduras, in a building plastered 
with stickers reading, “REDD: No 
capitalism in our forests.” Inatoy told 
us, “The rejection of REDD is for the 
patrimony. Having accepted it would 
have complicated life for future gener-
ations. Why? Because the land is ours. 
We are bound and obliged to leave it 
for perpetual use. REDD would have 
been a betrayal for the long-term, with 
many consequences – cultural ones, 
but even more, our possibility to be a 
people, to be a nation. It would have 
been the end of us as a people.”

Because indigenous nations and 
communities have preserved their for-
ests so well, they are everywhere be-
ing targeted by REDD projects. What 
may sound like dry policy is in fact 
a contest in who has control over the 
land, the air, and, future: those who 
have stewarded the earth for millen-
nia, or those who want to buy and sell 
it as merchandise.

Problems with REDD

First among the problems of 
REDD is that it allows industries to 
pay to continue polluting. When cor-
porations can buy the right to contam-
inate the air instead of changing their 
destructive practices, everyone and 
everything suffers.

Second, REDD’s very premise – 
attaching a monetary value to the eco-
logical role of forests – commodifies 
what indigenous peoples say should 
never be commodified. Gustavo Cas-
tro Soto, co-coordinator of Otros 
Mundos in Chiapas, Mexico, said, 
“When a natural function like forest 
respiration becomes a product with a 
price, it’s easy to see who’s going to 
end up with control of the forests.”

Third, the market-based ap-
proach raises questions about who 
“owns” the forests in the first place. 

Agreements made with local or na-
tional governments, or with some in-
digenous “leaders” who may falsely 
claim to represent their people, cannot 
be trusted to protect the communities 
that live in the areas affected, or the 
earth itself.

The fourth problem concerns 
the kind of activities REDD allows. 
Tree plantations, vast fields of a single 
variety, like oil palm or eucalyptus, 
are planted for quick harvest and large 
profit. By the UN’s definition, these 
ecologically destructive plantations 
can be counted as forests. This means 
that corporations and governments 
can log biologically diverse jungles 
and ancient woods, create plantations 
in their place, and collect REDD pay-
ments.

Fifth, REDD regulations can pro-
hibit traditional indigenous agricul-
tural practices and cause indigenous 
communities to be evicted. For an ex-
cellent analysis of even more dangers 
of REDD, please see “No Rights of 
Nature, No Reducing Emissions” by 
Jeff Conant and Anne Petermann.

Indigenous nations and social 
movements around the world have 
been denouncing REDD. To amplify 
their dissent, they have been forming 
alliances, gathering at international 
climate talks, and protesting. 

Rights of Mother Earth

They insist on upholding an old 
concept which has recently been gain-
ing currency as Mother Earth rights. 
This means that rights of the earth are 
intrinsic, and cannot be given or taken 
away by governments or international 
institutions. The framework is being 

used both to spread the worldview 
that the riches of nature should not be 
considered commodities to be bought 
and sold, and to mobilize people to 
unified action.

Tom Goldtooth, of the Indigenous 
Environmental Network and Dr. Dan-
iel Wildcat of Haskell Indian Nation 
University. wrote, “Our Indigenous 
lifeways are the original ‘green econ-
omies.’ This is more than an abstract 
philosophy. Our Mother Earth is the 
source of life. Water is her lifeblood. 
The well-being of the natural envi-
ronment predicts the physical, men-
tal, emotional and spiritual longevity 
of our Peoples. Mother Earth’s health 
and that of our Indigenous Peoples 
are intrinsically intertwined. When 
our homelands are in a state of good 
health, our Peoples are truly healthy. 
This inseparable relationship must be 
respected for the sake of our future 
generations and for the well-being of 
the Earth herself.”

Goldtooth and Wildcat contin-
ued, “As Indigenous Peoples, we are 
accepting the responsibility designat-
ed by our prophecies to tell the world 
that we must live in peace with each 
other and the Earth to ensure harmo-
ny within Creation.”

At the December 2011 UN Con-
ference in South Africa, a new coali-
tion, the Global Alliance of Indige-
nous Peoples and Local Communities 
against REDD and for Life, called for 
a moratorium on REDD. “We are here 
to express our concern about the false 
solutions that have made a business 
out of climate change,” said Marlon 
Santi, former president of the National 
Confederation of Indigenous Nation-
alities of Ecuador.

t
Copyleft Other Worlds www.

otherworldsarepossible.org/because-
land-ours-rights-mother-earth-v-car-
bon-trading Photo	by	Beverly	Bell:	The hip-hop 
group Kunarevolution celebrate the Kuna Yala na-
tion’s recent rejection of carbon trading.

The rejection of REDD by indigenous communities and social movements
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by Dawn Paley

In rural towns throughout Mex-
ico, life carries on as it has for gen-
erations. Sons help their fathers haul 
wood, women tend to the fire and 
select seeds, and whole families take 
part in sowing, caring for and harvest-
ing crops.

Farming is often primary activ-
ity for those who live in rural com-
munities. Families grow corn, beans, 
and other vegetables for personal 
consumption and sometimes for sale. 
Eighty per cent of Mexico’s small 
farmers own land communally. These 
landholder groups are officially called 
comunidades indigenas (indigenous 
communities) or ejidos, of which 
there are over 27,000 throughout the 
country. Some ejidos are in indig-
enous communities, while others are 
in mixed (mestizo) areas.

Decisions about how to use ejido 
and other forms of communally-held 
land are made collectively, and adopt-
ed via general assembly. 

Law of the Land
This is where things get messy. 

Not because communally-held land is 

failing the men and women that work 
it, but because of what’s underneath 
their feet. Beneath the ground, owned 
by the people whom it sustains, are 
metals that are in great demand, pri-
marily gold, silver, and copper. A 
convergence of rising metal prices, 
favourable government policy, and 
technology has contributed to the rap-
id expansion of the mining sector in 
Mexico over the past decades. 

From Chiapas to Chihuahua, 
farmers in nearly every state in the un-
ion have experienced conflict linked 
to Canadian mining companies. Part 
of the confusion is made in Mexico: 
constitutional changes, adopted before 
the North America Free Trade Agree-
ment was passed, opened up the pos-
sibility for ejido and indigenous lands 
to be privately owned, and thus sold. 
But not all ejidos have gone that route.

Transparent, open negotiation 
with communal landholders, and ac-
cepting communities’ legal right to 
decide what happens in their lands, 
would stave off much of the conflict. 
Unfortunately, it seems, that rarely 
happens.

On the dusty desert plains of 
northern Chihuahua state, just a cou-
ple hours from El Paso, Texas, one 
community’s fight against Canadian 
mining turned deadly last October, 
when the highest profile opponent of 
the project was murdered along with 
his wife. The couple left behind three 
sons. MAG Silver, the company in 
question, based in Vancouver, denied 
any wrongdoing. The facts on the 
ground, however, proved otherwise.

“[MAG Silver] never showed up 
to a general meeting of ejido mem-
bers. The paperwork that they did 
with the corresponding authorities 
was fictitious because they never 
went before the assembly, which is 
the maximum authority here,” said 
Fausto Albión Jiménez Holguín, Pres-
ident of the Ejido of Benito Juárez, on 
whose communal lands the company 
was exploring. Confusion around the 
concessions generated conflict, which 
quickly escalated into physical fights 
between mine proponents and mine 
opponents, culminating in the dou-
ble murder of Ismael Solorio and his 
wife Martha Solis. Their murderer 

was said to have been a low ranking 
member of the Juárez Cartel, who was 
himself murdered months later. 

In a completely different area of 
Mexico, in the lush mountains of the 
country’s southwestern states of Mi-
choacán and Guerrero, indigenous 
people have taken the struggle to 
protect their land one step further. 
They’ve formed community policing 
groups in order to physically protect 
their territories from armed groups, 
including members of state security 
and irregular forces. Recently, these 
community guards have been fac-
ing increased repression from the 
Mexican government and paramili-
tary groups. These groups are often 
referred to as “drug cartels” in the 
media, but their actions, as in the case 
of the murders of Solorio and Solis 
in Chihuahua, show that they’ll car-
ry out the dirty work of people con-
cerned with natural resources, not just 
narcotics.

The Canadian Connection
Vancouver’s Goldcorp already 

operates two mines in Guerrero state, 
where only 11 per cent of the land has 
been granted in mining concessions 
(compare with 54 per cent in Chihua-
hua state). A push into rural lands, 
which are majority-held by indig-
enous people, requires pushing past 
community guards.

“If we let the army enter into our 
communal territory, they won’t leave 
afterwards,” Claudio Carrasco, ex-
coordinator of a community policing 
group in El Paraíso, Ayutla, in Guer-
rero state, told Mexican independent 
media outlet Desinformemonos. 

“The government is after the ex-
ploitation of the mines, they want us 
to fight among ourselves so they can 
go in and militarize the territory even 
further.” 

According to data from the Mexi-
can government, the amount of gold 
mined in Mexico almost quadrupled 

between 2001 and 2011. Silver pro-
duction doubled over the same time 
period. After Canada, Australia, 
and the United States, Mexico is the 
fourth destination worldwide for min-
ing investment, according to Mexico’s 
National Chamber of Mines. Canadi-
an mining companies, many of which 
are based out of Toronto or Vancou-
ver, have become primary aggressors 
against rural ways of life in Mexico. 
According to Mexico’s Ministry of 
Economy, there were 208 Canadian 
mining companies in Mexico in 2011. 
Compare that with 46 firms from the 
US and eight from China, and you’ll 
get an idea how much of a Canadian 
problem this really is.

Canadian mining companies 
have become a problem throughout 
nearly all of Mexico. Building na-
tional networks of solidarity against 
Canadian mining is increasingly a 
priority for activists involved in local 
struggles. Juan Daniel Pascual Alva-
rez, an ejido member in northern Du-
rango state, has spent years involved 
in his community’s attempt to get To-
ronto’s Excellon Resources to honour 
their commitments to the community. 

Community Resistance
After a multi-month blockade last 

year that was broken up through force 
and threats, the community began a 
legal process to attempt to force the 
company out. 

But the legal strategy is just one 
part of the community’s approach. 
“The other is peaceful resistance and 
political mobilization, which we do to 
show that this is not just a problem of 
Excellon, sure Excellon is the compa-
ny here, but on a national level there 
are many Canadian companies that 

are doing the same thing,” Pascual 
told Watershed Sentinel. 

These national networks have 
become necessary to respond to the 
ongoing repression of anti-mining 
activists across the country. Mariano 
Abarca was murdered for resisting 
Calgary’s Blackfire Exploration in 
November 2010, Bernardo Vasquez 
Sanchez and Bernardo Mendez were 
killed for their role in opposing Van-
couver Fortuna Silver in early 2012, 
later that year came the murders in 
Chihuahua.

Without contact with other activ-
ists and their networks, many more 
Mexicans would likely feel the “rage 
of impotence” that Eufenia Vásquez 
Hernandez described when I met with 
her in San José del Progreso, Oaxaca. 
She sat in front of a delegation of Ca-
nadian and US professors, wearing a 
frilly apron and holding a plastic bag 
of tortillas and told us how her com-
munity has been torn apart by Fortuna 
Silver. “San José is in mourning,” she 
said. “Why do they come to our lands 
and take our wealth, to take the wealth 
of the poorest people?” 

The road ahead is uncertain, as 
the US and Canada continue to sup-
port the militarization of drug traf-
ficking, which historically has worked 
in favour of transnational mining 
companies. Communities defend their 
land from mega mining, even those 
who have faced direct repression. 

“My parents brought us up to 
struggle for what is ours, and to not 
let ourselves be walked on by anyone, 
and we’re going to continue in the 
struggle that my parents were in,” said 
Erick Solorio Solís, the middle son of 
Ismael and Martha, the activists killed 
in Chihuahua October. “Who is going 
to do it if we don’t do it ourselves?” 

t
Dawn Paley is an editor-member 

of the Media Co-op. She lives in Mex-
ico where she is at work on her first 
book.

Canadian mining companies push into rural lands 
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A push into rural lands, which 
are majority held by indigenous 
people, requires pushing past 

community guards.
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by Joe Foy

Last month, my friend and I 
headed up to Fish Lake on 
the Chilcotin Plateau. We 
were on a Wilderness Com-

mittee mission to take some photos 
and video in aid of the campaign to 
protect Fish Lake from becoming the 
site of a huge open-pit copper mine, 
named, in Orwellian fashion, the 
“New Prosperity” mine. 

But something happened on the 
way to Fish Lake. 

We had stopped off in the town 
of Williams Lake to attend the 
Tsilhqot’in National Annual General 
Meeting. Fish Lake is in Tsilhqot’in 
Nation territory and we wanted to 
see if there were any updates. There 
were. Apparently there was some sort 
of protest happening at a place called 
Big Meadow. We were soon back in 
our truck, bound for Big Meadow.   

We crossed over the Fraser Riv-
er and entered BC’s wild west. It’s 
a vast highland plateau dotted with 
Tsilhqot’in villages set in a landscape 
of pine forests, salmon rivers, trout 
lakes, and meadows that are home to 
wild horses, wolves, caribou, deer, 
moose and grizzlies. Its front yard 
is the Fraser River at its most spec-
tacular, roaring and seething its way 
through mighty canyon walls. The ter-
ritory’s backyard fence is the highest 
and most rugged, glacier-clad portion 
of the Coast Mountain Range. This is 
the homeland of the Tsilhqot’in peo-
ple, and they are mighty proud of it.

After half a day’s travel up the 
bumpy gravel road, we were finally 

approaching Big Meadow. Up ahead 
we could see a line of parked pickup 
trucks, punctuated by several RCMP 
vehicles, that marked our destination.

Big Meadow is basically an old 
cowboy cabin surrounded by a natu-
ral meadow. Around a campfire was 
a group of Tsilhqot’in men, women, 
kids, and elders speaking to sev-
eral RCMP officers. The Tsilhqot’in 
were there to protest logging that had 
stripped a vast amount of the sur-
rounding territory of forests, leaving 
the local moose population no shelter 
from the weather or the hunters. The 
region’s moose populations have re-
cently declined by up to 60 per cent.

Moose are an important food 
source for the Tsilhqot’in. Prior to the 
1930s, no moose existed in their terri-
tory. The Tsilhqot’in hunted deer and 
caribou. But around 1900, moose in 
BC started to expand their range south 
from Prince George. Good thing too 
– because, thanks in part to logging, 
caribou have become so rare that no 
one hunts them anymore. Moose put 
food on the table now. 

Tsilhqot’in elder Orie Hance  
took us up on a hillside to show us the 
view. And what a view. As far as the 
eye could see, massive clearcuts had 
stripped the land of all forest cover. 
Orie, now in his 70s, once worked 
these same hills back when he was 16, 
as a cowboy for the Gang Ranch. 

“It was beautiful country back 
then,” said Orie. “Green as far as you 
could see and no roads – just trails.” 

The pine beetle outbreak has af-
fected the forest here to be sure, but 
Orie has observed far too many green, 
healthy forests being cut.

He said that in the old days before 
the logging, there were plenty of plac-
es for moose to hide, so over-hunting 
was not a problem. But now all a hunt-
er needs is a pick up truck and a rifle 
with a scope, and you can see every 
moose for kilometres across the end-
less clearcuts. This has had disaster-
ous results. Orie wants the remaining 
forests protected. I can see why.

This all begs the question, why do 
Tsilhqot’in elders need to camp at the 
end of logging roads to make a point? 
Why are the governments of BC and 
Canada in charge here? Shouldn’t the 
Tsilhqot’in people govern their own 
lands? I am thinking that it wouldn’t 
mean the end of all industrial activ-
ity – just bad industrial activity. And 
that would be a good thing for nature 
and people. 

We left Orie at the stand-off 
camp at Big Meadow convinced that 
the only way things will get better is 
if management of these lands is re-
turned to their rightful owners: the 
Tsilhqot’in people.  

We said goodbye and good luck, 
and headed for Fish Lake – but that’s a 
story for next time.

t
Joe Foy is Campaign Director for the Wilderness 

Committee, Canada’s largest citizen-funded member-
ship-based wilderness preservation organization.

 Why do Tsilhqot’in elders need to 
camp at the end of logging roads 

to make a point?

36



November-December 2013WatersheD seNtiNel



 If undeliverable, return postage will be paid by:  Publications Mail Agreement No. 40012720 Postage Paid
at Comox BC

Canada 
V9M 7Z8

Watershed Sentinel
Box 1270,
Comox BC
Canada V9M 7Z8

Now ShippiNg
for that Special perSoN 

or treat yourSelf!
• 1 year of the Watershed Sentinel 

• a 2014 Wildlife Calendar 
• a gift card with your message

www.watershedsentinel.ca 
Ph: 250-339-6117 

Email: orders@watershedsentinel.ca

Only $30 
(value $43.95)


