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Dystopia 
Robots are going to take millions of jobs 
and the question is, “What is an economy 
for?” Or people? Joyce Nelson explores.

Let’s Talk Labour
If we are going to deal with climate change it is going to take a broad coalition, and one 
of the major parties in that coalition will be the labour movement. Time for dialogue. 
This special section is guest edited by Brian Charlton.
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Training Wheels
Change is indeed in the air in British Columbia. With the potential of a minority 
NDP government backed up by the three Green Party MLAs, we are all holding our 
breath to see how far and how long the situation can go. 
 
BC politics is frequently corrupt, but always interesting, and this is even more inter-
esting than normal. What we should expect from the land where the second provincial 
premier, a journalist named William Alexander Smith, morphed into Amor de Cosmos? 
 
But despite an impressive agreement, the new partners can’t go anywhere until the cur-
rent premier, head of the BC Liberals, actually resigns. In the meantime, the Liberals 
are still fundraising, selling Crown land to their buddies, and carrying on pretty much 
as usual. 

Outside of the shenanigans, there are a few pitfalls we need to beware. 

One is a level of expectation so high that no government could satisfy the pent-up 
needs of a long-suffering population. Another is our tendency to read what we want 
into the carefully-parsed words of the politicians, who usually mean exactly what they 
say, and no more. Thirdly, this political situation is so precarious that we could be back 
into another election at any time, before the new government gets to accomplish much 
of anything.  

In the meantime there is no need to stifle our delight at the unexpected maturity of the 
political leaders. We should consider this co-operation a trial run for proportional rep-
resentation and hope we all get to graduate from these training wheels. 

Delores Broten, Comox, BC, June 2017

Editorial
Delores Broten

Disclaimer: Opinions published are not necessarily those 
of the publisher, editor or other staff and volunteers of the 
magazine.

Sentinel
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International News 

El Salvador bans metal mining

World First
El Salvador has become the first country 
in the world to ban the mining of metals. 
The new law bans “prospection, explora-
tion, exploitation, extraction or process-
ing of metallic minerals.”

The country has had disputes with power-
ful foreign mining firms. In April it seized 
assets belonging to an Australian-Canadi-
an gold mining group, OceanaGold, for 
legal fees the company owed after losing 
a lawsuit over mining permits.

—www.phys.org
April 28, 2017

First clean energy refugee camp

Jordan’s Azraq
Azraq refugee camp in northern Jordan, 
home to 36,000 Syrians refugees, is the 
world’s first refugee camp to be powered 
by renewable energy. The UN Refugee 
Agency says the switch to solar power 
will save the agency $1.5 million per year 
and function even if funding dries out. 

The solar plant, which cost almost 9 
million euros, was funded by the IKEA 
Foundation, which donated one euro to 
UNHCR for each lightbulb sold. The 
plant will be connected to the national 
grid and any surplus electricity generated 
will be sent back for free.

—www.news.trust.org
May 17, 2017

Ganges, Yamuna get human rights 

River Rights
After the Whanganui River in New Zea-
land became the first in the world to be 
granted the same legal rights as a person, 

a court in northern Indian has given the 
Ganges and Yamuna rivers the status of 
“living human entities.” The high court 
in the Himalayan state of Uttarakhand 
said this would help in the “preservation 
and conservation” of the highly polluted 
rivers. It added that the “legal status” en-
sures that polluting the rivers would now 
amount to harming a human being. Both 
rivers are considered sacred in India. 

—www.bbc.com
March 21, 2017

17.6 tonnes of plastic on island

Wake-Up Call
Henderson Island, a tiny, remote land-
mass in the South Pacific, has been found 
to have the highest density of anthropo-
genic debris anywhere in the world. 99.8 
per cent of the pollution is plastic.

Nearly 38 million pieces of plastic, 
weighing a combined 17.6 tonnes, were 
estimated to be on Henderson by re-
searchers from the University of Tasma-
nia and the UK’s Royal Society for the 
Protection of Birds. The majority of the 
debris was not even visible, with as many 
as 4,500 items per square metre buried to 
a depth of 10cm. About 13,000 new items 
were washing up daily. The study noted 
that the 17.6 tonnes of plastic on Hen-
derson accounted for only 1.98 seconds’ 
worth of annual plastic production.

—www.theguardian.com 
May 15, 2017

Young trees migrating 

Go West
Over the past 30 years, three-quarters of 
eastern US tree species have been shift-
ing to the west, at an astonishing rate of 
around 15.4 kilometres per decade (9.5 
miles).

Songlin Fei, a forest ecologist from Pur-
due University, and his team analyzed 30 
years’ worth of data from the US For-
est Service, which covered the move-
ments of 86 tree species between 1980 
and 2015. Scientists have long predicted 
that the effects of climate change would 
send species towards the poles, but the 
researchers found that more species had 
made shifts towards the west than to the 
north during this period. Hardly any of 
the species made a break for the south or 
east during this time period.

—www.sciencealert.com
May 19, 2017

LEGO of fossil fuels

100% renewable 
The LEGO group has reached its goal of 
balancing 100 per cent of its energy use 
with renewable sources three years ear-
ly, thanks to its 25 per cent stake in the 
258-megawatt Burbo Bank Extension 
offshore wind farm in the UK’s Liverpool 
Bay. Total output from LEGO’s invest-
ments in renewables now exceeds the 
energy consumed at all LEGO factories, 
stores and offices globally. LEGO built a 
giant wind tower to celebrate. 

—www.lego.com
May 17, 2017
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Letters
Cancel My Subscription
I was disillusioned by the “Put the Bible 
on the Shelf” article (January-February 
2017) and now further by your not pub-
lishing my detailed disagreement with the 
article. A principled publication would be 
conscience-bound to make amends for 
any dubious or, in this case, spurious in-
formation that has found its way between 
its covers.

If the author of the story in question had 
restricted his criticism to the Roman 
Church, an organization run by mere 
mortals, I would not have been offended. 
But the obvious inference that the Bible 
is implicated in the environmental prob-
lems facing our planet is preposterous on 
many counts. 

Please cancel my subscription immediately.
Robert Pulsford, Black Creek, BC

Ban the Poisons
Regardless of the recounts, the people of 
BC have voted for a minority government 
with the Green Party holding the balance 
of power. We can only hope a first order 
of business will be Ms. Clark’s promise 
to levy a $70/ton carbon tax on coal (and 
presumably the even more toxic bitu-
men), transiting our province. 

Provinces polluting their air and water 
have no right to dump that pollution on 
or even transport it through our lands and 
waters. California, Oregon and Washing-
ton have banned these poisons. It’s time 
we did the same.

Jim Erkiletian, Nanaimo, BC

Famine In a Land Of Plenty
I was shocked to learn that horrendous famine had occurred in an African nation that 
exported food. The nation’s citizens had been forced off their farmland by Agribiz and 
the water was owned by Agribiz as well. Globally, privatization of agricultural land 
and control of water resources is a #1 priority of the international corporate agenda.

Under NAFTA, all waters other than “natural waters” qualify as a “commodity.” 

Thanks to Harper selling out the Wheat Board, Canada’s breadbasket is now private-
ly owned by the “Global Grain Group (G3 Ltd),” a joint venture of Bunge Canada 
and SALIC Canada – a subsidiary of the Saudi Agricultural and Livestock Investment 
Company. By privatizing publicly-owned BC Hydro (this next Liberal term in office?), 
the water impounded behind the Site C Dam can be sold. 

We need credible scientific studies ASAP on the consequences of withdrawing huge 
quantities of freshwater from water tables, fisheries, migration routes, and the Arctic 
and Pacific oceans, before such actions are considered and taken. Agribiz could soon 
control formerly Canadian-owned agricultural land and water, just like in Africa. The 
famine in Africa doesn’t seem so unlikely an occurrence here in Canada anymore.

Susan Eyre, Yahk, BC

More Info on Wind
Re: “Pros and Cons of Wind Energy in 
BC” in a 2010 issue: is there later infor-
mation, now that wind energy industry 
has doubled in size? I would like to see 
recent info about the good and bad side of 
wind-generated power. Thank you.

Janice Black, Cyberspace

Thank You
I’d like to thank you for the current is-
sue of the Watershed Sentinel. It’s great 
to have you tackle big issues like water.  
This was one of the best issues you have 
published in my opinion.

Stuart Isto, Powell River, BC

The Living Waters 
The Whanganui river in New Zealand 
has been granted the same legal rights as 
a human being. This is what has to hap-
pen to all the major rivers in Canada and 
especially the rivers which lead into the 
proposed Site C dam.

Tawny Capon, Gabriola Island, BC

Good Question
Why is it your little (but powerful) mag-
azine has do the Government’s job for 
them—?? Never mind, I know the answer.

Joel Stewart, Cyberspace 
(In response to WS March e-newsletter) 

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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Canadian News 

Political activity audits stopped

Charities
The federal government is suspending the 
few remaining political activity audits of 
charities after an expert panel report 
recommended removing a political gag 
order imposed on them by the Conserva-
tives five years ago.

The panel report and the suspension ap-
pear to end a long chill for charities that 
began in 2012, when the Conservative 
government launched 60 political activ-
ity audits, starting with environmental 
groups that had criticized federal ener-
gy and pipeline policies. The program 
cost environmental, anti-poverty, hu-
man-rights and religious charities signif-
icant staff resources and legal fees, and 
brought an “advocacy chill” to the sector.

The panel recommended that a charity’s 
political activities, whether pressing for a 
change in government policy or button-
holing a politician, be judged on whether 
they further the group’s charitable pur-
pose.

—www.cbc.ca
 May 4, 2017

Beavers help cool streams

Dam Important
A new study published in the journal 
PLOS One has shown that beaver dams 
could lower maximum water tempera-
tures in streams – keeping tempera-
ture-sensitive fish safe from dangerous 
highs.  

Previous studies suggested that beaver 
dams warm up the water, for example 
by expanding the water’s surface area, 
cutting the speed of water flow and re-
moving shade by felling trees. The new 

research has shown that the opposite may 
be the case. 

“Construction of artificial beaver dams 
and beaver relocation projects could mit-
igate the impact of human-induced ther-
mal degradation that may threaten sen-
sitive cold-water fish species,” said lead 
researcher Nicholas Weber.

—www.newscientist.com
May 17, 2017
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Panel recommends scrapping NEB

Cart and Horse?
The Environmental Assessment Panel 
report was released April 5th, and fol-
lowed the recommendations of many 
experts, academics, Indigenous groups 
and the general public. It made 26 sweep-
ing recommendations, including the re-
placement of the National Energy Board 
(NEB) with a new organization called the 
Canadian Energy Transmission Commis-
sion. 

Environmental lawyers are pleased the 
report recommends revamping the NEB 
and creating new bodies that could im-
prove energy information and Indigenous 
decision-making, but say that it misses 
the mark on how projects like oil pipe-
lines should be assessed. 

West Coast Environmental Law Staff 
Counsel Anna Johnston stated “The NEB 

Panel’s recommendation for determining 
‘national interest’ is putting the cart be-
fore the horse. How can you determine 
whether or not a project aligns with poli-
cy objectives, respects Indigenous rights 
or carries unacceptable risks before a full 
impact assessment is conducted?”

—www.nationalobserver.com & 
www.wcel.org, May 15, 2017

Methane leaks travel far

Gas & Water
A new University of Guelph study proves 
what many western Canadian landowners 
have long documented – that methane gas 
leaking from energy industry wells can 
travel great distances in groundwater and 
pose safety risks, contaminate water, and 
contribute to climate change.

Researchers injected methane over a 72-
day period into a shallow sand aquifer 
and tracked it for more than eight months 
via monitoring wells as the explosive gas 
travelled through the ground, entered the 
atmosphere or dissolved into groundwa-
ter, causing subtle but important changes 
to water chemistry.

Aaron Cahill, groundwater researcher at 
the University of British Columbia, noted 
that the study covered only a short time 
period and used only small amounts of 
methane – much less than actually re-
corded at many leaking oil and gas wells 
in Alberta and BC. “For larger leaks over 
longer times and greater areas, these find-
ings would indicate that the groundwater 
would likely become unusable,” he said.

The study also concluded that current 
monitoring for gas leakage, usually at 
ground level and adjacent to wells, is in-
adequate to detect contamination.

—www.thetyee.ca
April 11, 2017
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Compiled by Delores Broten

A new animated map of logging on 
Vancouver Island displays 150 years 
of logging in 30 seconds, and provides 
important perspective to public debate 
over logging and raw log exports from 
the province.

“More than anything, this map shows that 
we’re logging like there’s no tomorrow – 
for the forests and the fish and wildlife 
that depend on them for habitat, or for the 
communities that have depended on them 
for jobs and economic stability,” said BC 
environmentalist and Order of British 
Columbia recipient Vicky Husband.

“Only 7 per cent of the ancient forest 
on the island is protected, and the little 
that remains is slated for logging. Now 
we find it’s the same story for our log-
ging and milling communities, not just on 
Vancouver Island but the whole coast and 
the rest of BC, and the reason is raw log 
exports.”

Since 1997, over 100 mills have closed. 
In the past 10 years, 27 per cent of BC 
forestry workers have lost their jobs. 
Over 22,000 good paying jobs in saw-
mills and pulp and paper mills are gone.

Meanwhile, last year over 6 million cubic 
metres (m3) of timber – one in three trees 
logged on the coast – left the province as 
raw logs. For the most part, the compa-
nies exporting raw logs are paying just 25 
cents per m3, only two to three per cent 
as much as they paid a few decades ago.

Husband says “Imagine a logging truck 
carrying huge trees that are taxed at less 
than $20 a truck load a third of the time. 
There is no return to the government, no 
lowering of our taxes. And the loss of a 
forest for future revenue, including from 
tourism and recreation.”

Said Husband, “It’s time to stop logging 
old growth forests while we still have 
some left. As the export of raw logs con-
tinues, mills close, the jobs leave BC 
along with all of the other economic re-
turns. We need our government to stand 
up for communities before it’s too late.”

Commons BC notes that 94 per cent of 
BC is “public” or “Crown” land and that 
the Supreme Court of Canada has ruled 
that First Nations title co-exists with 
Crown title.

Old Growth
Loss of ancient forests on Vancouver Island mirrors the loss 
of jobs and mills on the island and province-wide

In April, twenty-five international en-
vironmental organizations joined Sierra 
Club BC in calling for immediate action 
to protect and restore Vancouver Island’s 
endangered old growth rainforest. The 
groups noted that destruction of the Is-
land’s original old growth rainforest is 
occurring three times faster than primary 
forest loss in tropical rainforests. 

Between 1990 and 2015, Vancouver 
Island’s primary old-growth forest de-
clined by 30 per cent. The original extent 
of old-growth rainforest on Vancouver 
Island was 2,600,000 hectares, of which 
an estimated 1,082,000 hectares were re-
maining by 1990. By 2015 the remaining 
old-growth was reduced to 748,000 hect-
ares. Only about 10 per cent of the big-
gest trees remain standing.

International attention to the problem 
received a boost when Al Jazeera news 
featured a photo essay and article about 
the Ancient Forest Alliance’s long stand-
ing campaign to protect BC’s old-growth 
forests from industrial logging. 

Commons BC, May 2017; Sierra Club BC, 
April 2017.
 
Time lapse map (stills opposite) available 
at Commons BC http://commonsbc.tum-
blr.com/

See also “In Praise of Older Trees,” Water-
shed Sentinel, November/December 2016.

“Between 1990 and 2015, Vancouver Island’s 
primary old-growth forest declined by 
thirty per cent.”

https://watershedsentinel.ca/issues/old-growth-brink/
http://commonsbc.tumblr.com/


watershedsentinel.ca | 7

19
00

19
90

20
16



Gushing lawlessness in the Wild West

Oil and Gas

by Delores Broten

Three major reports in the spring of 
2017 have indicated that the oil and 
gas industry in BC and Alberta is either 
unregulated in important aspects or ig-
noring what regulations do exist. The 
implications for water in BC’s north-
east and for built-in-Canada climate 
change do not make reading for the 
faint-hearted. The Wild West is the 
scene of fossil fuel corporations riding 
roughshod over laws, regulators, and 
their own financial interests. 

The dam problem

Progress Energy, a subsidiary of Petronas, 
the Malaysian state-owned petro-giant 
courted to build the Lelu Island LNG 
plant, has built at least 16 unauthorized 
dams in northern BC to trap hundreds of 
millions of gallons of water for use in its 
fracking operations.

The 16 dams are among “dozens” that 
have been built by companies without 
proper authorizations, a senior dam safe-
ty official with the provincial government 
told the Canadian Centre for Policy Al-
ternatives (CCPA), which began inves-

SponSored by
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tigating the problem in late March after 
receiving a tip.

Records obtained by the CCPA indicate 
that BC’s Oil and Gas Commission, 
Ministry of Forests, Lands and Natural 
Resource Operations (FLNRO), and the 
BC Environmental Assessment Office are 
aware of numerous unauthorized dams in 
gas country.

Two of the dams built by Progress Ener-
gy are towering earthen structures higher 
than five-storey apartment buildings. Be-
cause of their size, they should have been 
subject to review by BC’s Environmental 
Assessment Office (EAO) and to further 
provincial authorizations.

Construction on these huge dams began 
five years ago with no due process, and 
last year one of the Progress/Petronas 
dams showed signs of failure, at which 
point the Oil and Gas Commission or-
dered that it be “de-watered.”    

The dams are located close to natural 
gas industry drilling and fracking sites. 
Fracking involves pumping immense 
amounts of water under extreme pressure 
below ground to force out gas trapped 
in dense rock formations. Throughout 
northeast BC, the intensity of that pres-
sure-pumping has triggered numerous 
earthquakes, including a 4.6 magnitude 
tremor at a Progress/Petronas fracking 
operation in August 2015. The quake was 
felt 180 kilometres away.

The full extent of the unauthorized dam 
building is not yet publicly known, but 
Jim Mattison, a former comptroller of 
water rights for the provincial govern-
ment, who researched the problem for 
FLNRO using satellite imagery, told the 
CCPA that the extensive network of en-
ergy industry dams and other water im-
poundment structures is vast. Mattison 

said there are “certainly more” than 100 
large dams that have been built by or for 
energy companies operating in the re-
gion, and possibly 200 or more. 

Gassy release

The first ground-based measurement of 
methane emissions ever conducted in 
Canada estimates fugitive methane emis-
sions from BC oil and natural gas opera-
tions – most of which use fracking – are 
at least 2.5 times higher than reported.

Over a 20-year period, methane is 84 
times more potent than carbon dioxide 
as a climate pollutant. Methane may be 
responsible for 25 per cent of already-ob-
served changes to Earth’s climate – and 
it is identified as a top climate priority 
globally, since it is short-lived in the at-
mosphere but with a high impact.

Scientists travelled more than 8,000 ki-
lometres using vehicle-mounted gas-de-
tection instruments (a sniffer truck), 
covering more than 1,600 well pads and 
facilities in BC’s Montney formation. 
The study, conducted by the David Su-
zuki Foundation in partnership with St. 
Francis Xavier University, is undergoing 
final review in the peer-reviewed scien-
tific journal Atmospheric Chemistry and 
Physics Discussions.

The research reveals that BC’s Montney 
region alone leaks more than 111,800 
tonnes of methane into the air every year. 
This is the climate pollution equivalent of 
burning more than 4.5 million tonnes of 
coal. 

In April, Environmental Defense released 
an analysis of research done by Green-
Path for the Alberta Energy Regulator, 
which revealed that Alberta’s oil and gas 
sector emissions of methane are also 60% 
higher than reported. The research used 

infrared cameras to discover leaks and 
intentional vents of methane. Three hun-
dred and ninety-five distinct facility loca-
tions, representing 676 producing wells 
were inspected, with 77 leaks discovered. 
A further 236 vents, mostly from tanks 
and wellhead casing vents, were also 
identified. 

Both organizations make the point that 
these leaks and vents are fixable with an 
upgrade of equipment and that this is one 
of the easiest and lowest-cost things Ca-
nadian industry can do to meet climate 
targets. The pollutant is also valuable: the 
methane that is escaping every year from 
devices at Alberta oil and gas facilities 
alone is worth almost $70 million and 
would heat 200,000 homes.

In April, Canada announced it was delay-
ing until 2020 plans to regulate methane 
emissions from oil and gas. Matching US 
methane emission reductions of 40 per 
cent, developed under Obama, are now 
being halted by President Trump. 

Canada has 13 years to cut its green-
house gas emissions, as committed under 
the Paris climate accord, to 523 million 
tonnes from the 722 million tonnes offi-
cially recorded in 2015. 

Sources: 
Ben Parfitt, “ A Dam Big Problem: Regulatory 
breakdown as fracking companies in BC’s northeast 
build dozens of unauthorized dams,” www.policy-
note.ca/dam-big-problem, May 3, 2017
“Mobile measurement of methane emissions from 
natural gas developments in Northeastern British 
Columbia, Canada”: www.atmos-chem-phys-dis-
cuss.net/acp-2017-109, April 7, 2017
Canada’s Methane Gas Problem: Why strong reg-
ulations can reduce pollution, protect health, and 
save money, www.environmentaldefence.ca, April 
26, 2017

http://environmentaldefence.ca/2017/04/26/new-report-shows-methane-emissions-alberta-higher-previously-thought/
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Marching to dystopia

Artifical Intelligence

by Joyce Nelson 

It wasn’t that long ago (October 2016) 
that federal Liberal Finance Minister 
Bill Morneau got into trouble when he 
said that Canadian youth need to “get 
used to” job churn — the crappy, short-
term contract jobs with low pay and no 
benefits that are the hallmark of the 
“precariat” future. “We have to accept 
that,” Morneau pontificated. 

Only days later, Prime Minister Justin 
Trudeau was heckled by participants at 
the Young Workers’ Summit organized 
by the Canadian Labour Congress in Ot-
tawa. Several young people stood and 
turned their backs on Trudeau, a sign of 
their frustration over dismal work pros-

pects. At the time, a Princeton University 
study had concluded that 94% of the nine 
million new jobs created over the past 
decade are temporary or contract-based 
positions, not full time jobs with benefits.

Now the Trudeau Liberals are jumping 
on the artificial intelligence (AI) band-
wagon, which (according to experts) is 
poised to eliminate millions of jobs over 
the next 15 years. The March 2017 feder-
al budget is pouring hundreds of millions 
of dollars into AI, including $125 million 
for a “Pan-Canadian Artificial Intelli-
gence Strategy” to make Canada “a world 
leader” in AI. “We can’t afford not to be,” 
Morneau told the House of Commons.

AI “Advantage”

The Canadian Institute for Advanced Re-
search (CIFAR) will be in charge of dol-
ing out the $125 million in AI funding. 
But don’t let the name fool you. CIFAR’s 
global research networks extend across 
133 institutions in 16 countries, providing 
research funds to more than 400 individ-
uals, about half located in Canada. In ad-
dition to that $125 million, Budget 2017 
pumps $35 million into CIFAR itself over 
the next five years. The Institute also gets 
funding from corporations, foundations, 
individuals, and the provinces of BC, Al-
berta, and Ontario. 

“It’s not just the McJobs (like hamburger flipper) that are being 
automated. Already there are robot surgeons, robot chefs, robot 
security guards, robot news writers, robot nurses , robot teachers 

interacting with children,  robot pharmacists, etc., etc. 
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The Liberals are also providing tax mea-
sures that support the AI sector at both 
federal and provincial levels, and their 
Strategic Innovation Fund promises more 
millions to help businesses turn Canada 
into “an advanced digital environment” 
with an “advantage in artificial intelli-
gence.”

Just days after Budget 2017 was tabled, 
Ottawa announced another $50 million 
for a new AI institute called Vector In-
stitute in Toronto, with an additional $50 
million from the Ontario government, 
and $80 million from the private sector. 
In announcing the funding, Ontario Pre-
mier Kathleen Wynne stated: “We can’t 
deny that as machines get smarter, they 
will do some of the work that we do now. 
So as premier it is my job to make sure 
we’re managing these changes in a way 
that creates more opportunity, more secu-
rity in people’s lives, not less, because we 
need to embrace AI and technology. The 
economic and quality of life opportuni-
ties are enormous.”

Of course, there is deep irony in our tax 
dollars going to support the eventual 
elimination of our jobs, but the politi-
cians are hoping no one will notice.

Minister of Innovation, Science and Eco-
nomic Development Navdeep Bains has 
said that fostering AI is one of the pil-
lars of the government’s growth strategy. 
Even the Bank of Canada is promoting 
AI. In April, senior deputy governor Car-
olyn Wilkins told the Toronto Board of 
Trade that “Canada should embrace new 
technologies,” even as she cited studies 
that indicate about 40 per cent of current 
jobs will be automated by 2030.

Wilkins told the elite audience, “If we 
want to continue to prosper, we have to 
improve our productivity. Clearly, blam-
ing the machines is not the way forward,” 

she said. “Productivity growth is the only 
game in town when it comes to raising 
the economic and financial well-being of 
people over a long period.”
     
“Productivity Growth”

As a key gauge of economic efficiency 
(according to mainstream economists), 
“productivity growth” generally means 
increasing output per hour worked. For 
example, consider the SAM100 – oth-
erwise known as the Semi-Automated 
Mason created by New York-based Con-
struction Robotics. SAM100 is a brick-
laying robot – comprised of a conveyor 
belt, robotic arm and concrete pump 
– that can lay 3,000 bricks per day. By 
comparison, a human bricklayer can lay 
about 500 bricks per day. 

So in terms of “productivity growth,” 
SAM100 is six times more productive 
than the human bricklayer. SAM100 still 
needs to have a human partner to smooth 
the concrete before the next brick is 
placed, but no doubt Construction Robot-
ics is working on that aspect. 

SAM100 costs about $500,000 per unit, 
but reportedly the robot is already work-
ing on building sites across the US, so ap-
parently some companies have done the 

math and figured that the investment will 
pay off as human labour costs are elimi-
nated.

Indeed, reducing labour costs is the pri-
mary motivation behind AI, despite any 
spin about “well-being of people.” You 
can read the January 2017 report by 
McKinsey & Company – called “A Fu-
ture That Works: Automation, Employ-
ment, and Productivity” – and count the 
number of times the term “labor cost sav-
ings” is mentioned, despite the glowing 
words about a “productivity boost” to the 
economy. McKinsey’s Dominic Barton is 
a top adviser to the Trudeau cabinet.

It’s not just the McJobs (like hamburger 
flipper) that are being automated. Already 
there are robot surgeons, robot chefs, ro-
bot security guards, robot news writers, 
robot teachers interacting with children, 
robot nurses, robot pharmacists, etc., etc. 
In fact, as writer Paul Buchheit, author 
of the 2017 book Disposable Americans, 
has revealed, “The European Parliament 
is considering the granting of legal status 
to robots as ‘electronic persons’.”

Like billionaires Bill Gates and Elon 
Musk, McKinsey & Company recom-

Continued on Page 12  

CIFAR

The Canadian Institute for Advanced Research (CIFAR) has been funding AI research 
for more than a decade and is a pioneer in machine/brain “deep learning,” in which ad-
vanced algorithms allow super-computers to “think” like humans. From Budget 2017: 
“CIFAR’s Learning in Machines & Brains program has shaken up the field of artificial 
intelligence by pioneering a technique called ‘deep learning,’ a computer technique 
inspired by the human brain and neural networks, which is now routinely used by the 
likes of Google and Facebook. The program brings together computer scientists, biol-
ogists, neuroscientists, psychologists, and others, and the result is rich collaborations 
that have propelled artificial intelligence research forward.”
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Artifical Intelligence continued

mends that policy makers will need to 
“think through how to support the rede-
ployment of potentially large numbers 
of displaced workers” by considering 
a “universal basic income” or “adapted 
social safety nets.” It probably shouldn’t 
surprise us that less than one month after 
Premier Wynne pumped $50 million into 
the Vector Institute, she announced a pilot 
program for a “basic income plan” to be 
tested in three Ontario towns.
 
As Toronto Star’s Thomas Walkom not-
ed (April 26), discussions about basic 
income “seem to assume poverty is per-
manent and unfixable,” with a “sense 
of inevitability” to it. “The jobs not de-
stroyed by free trade are being wiped 
out by robots and artificial intelligence. 
For a lucky and diminishing few, there is 
still lucrative work. The rest must make 
do with badly paid, precarious employ-
ment.”

Basic Questions

AI raises two basic questions. First, what 
is an economy for? 

Personally, I consider AI the next step 
in the austerity measures pursued under 
Milton Friedman’s “free market capital-
ism,” otherwise called neoliberalism. AI 
further facilitates unlimited power and 
wealth accumulating in the hands of a 
very few. Indeed, the McKinsey report 
notes that “On a strategic level, auto-
mation could enable the emergence of 
massively scaled organizations, instantly 
able to propagate changes that come from 
headquarters.” While McKinsey recog-
nizes “a growing divide between techno-
logical leaders and laggards,” it has less 
to say about the huge divide in income 
inequality that AI enhances. 

The second question that AI raises is: 
what are people for? 

That was the title of  Wendell Berry’s 1990 
collection of essays, where he wrote, “Is 
the obsolescence of human beings now 
our social goal? One would conclude so 
from our attitude toward work, especially 
the manual work necessary to the long-
term preservation of the land, and from 
our rush toward mechanization, automa-

tion, and computerization.” Twenty-sev-
en years later, the question is even more 
urgent.

Tech entrepreneur and billionaire Elon 
Musk recently launched a company 
called Neuralink, which will link the hu-
man brain to machine interface – appar-
ently a step beyond CIFAR’s “deep learn-
ing” program. Musk has reportedly stated 
that “humans would need to merge with 
machines or risk becoming irrelevant.”  
 
At least Musk is honest about the attitude 
of our overlords. A tax on robots (as some 
are recommending) comes nowhere near 
addressing the issues.
     
Joyce Nelson is an award-winning free-
lance writer/researcher and the author 
of six books.

Further Reading on Basic Income
David Bush, “Basic Income and the Logic of Capitalism,” www.socialistproject.ca, April 26, 2017.
“Because It’s Time for ‘New, Radical Ideas,’ TED Talk on Universal Basic Income Gets Thunderous Ap-
plause,” commondreams.org, April 26, 2017.
John Clarke, “Basic Income: Progressive Dreams Meet Neoliberal Realities,” The Bullet, January 2, 2017.
Laurie Monsebraaten, “Ontario embraces no-strings-attached basic income experiment,” Toronto Star, 
April 18, 2017.
Rick Salutin, “When talking guaranteed basic income, let’s not forget the need to contest power,” rabble.
ca, April 14, 2017.
Jason Hickel, “Basic income isn’t just a nice idea. It’s a birthright,” The Guardian, March 4, 2017.
Vaios Triantafyllou, “The Future of Automation Demands a Socialized Workplace,” truth-out.org, April 
12, 2017.
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Arctic Oil
Gaping holes revealed in oil spill response plans

Major weaknesses in response preparedness mean remote 
Arctic communities face almost certain environmental ca-
tastrophe in the event of an oil spill from large shipping ves-
sels, reports released by WWF-Canada in April reveal.

The research uncovered major issues with the state and avail-
ability of oil-spill response equipment, limited training resourc-
es, and unreliable communications infrastructure, which, com-
bined with a rise in shipping in the Arctic and extreme weather 
events, leaves Arctic communities increasingly vulnerable.

Gaps in oil spill response capacity are outlined in two parallel 
assessments for the Beaufort region in the western Arctic and 
Nunavut in the east. The reports found that:
• Only a small number of coastal communities have access to 

the most basic oil-spill response equipment from the Cana-
dian Coast Guard.

• The communities that do have equipment say it is irregu-
larly maintained, too few community members are trained 
to use it, and that some communities don’t have a key to 
access the storage containers.

• Harsh weather conditions, periods of prolonged darkness 
and the presence of sea ice make most standard oil-spill 
response equipment ineffective.

• Remote locations mean response times for large-scale 
cleanup and storage equipment can be more than 10 times 
longer than in waters south of 60 degrees latitude.

• Lack of reliable communications infrastructure makes it 
difficult for communities to call for assistance, and for re-
sponders to communicate with those on land during an oil-
spill response.

Recommendations from the reports include:
• Phase out the use by ships of Heavy Fuel Oil, the most toxic 

and difficult to clean up of any marine fuel in the Arctic.
• Align response time standards in the North with those south 

of 60 degrees latitude.
• Develop community-based response plans.
• Increase funding for training of community responders.
• Consult with Inuit organizations on decisions that affect 

Arctic communities, and use both scientific and traditional 
knowledge to identify preferred shipping routes and areas 
to be avoided.

—World Wildlife Fund (WWF)-Canada, April 6, 2017

Exxon Valdez
Thanks to a quarter-century of research and monitoring, 
scientists now know how different wildlife species were in-
jured by the 1989 Exxon Valdez oil spill and how long it took 
for populations to recover.

Some species were barely affected, while others, such as bald 
eagles, rebounded quickly. Other species, such as sea otters, 
took much longer to recover.

Ecological factors affected the degree of injury:

Species that foraged on invertebrates that occur in or on contam-
inated sediments were more likely to be affected by the oil spill 
than those that fed on fish or zooplankton in the water column. 
Species with low reproductive rates, such as orcas, have limited 
capacity to recover. Sea otters and harlequin ducks have also  
showed lack of recovery for over two decades after the spill. 

—“Timelines and mechanisms of wildlife population recovery 
following the Exxon Valdez oil spill,” Deep Sea Research II, 
US Geological Survey, May 2, 2017

©Benjamin Weitzman, U.S. Geological Survey
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by Gavin Smith 

On May 12, 2017, the federal govern-
ment introduced Bill C-48, the Oil Tank-
er Moratorium Act, for first reading in 
Parliament. You could say that the Act 
has been almost half a century in the 
making. So, is it a win? Keeping in mind 
the old adage, “don’t let the perfect be 
the enemy of the good,” we say yes, the 
Oil Tanker Moratorium Act is definitely 
worth supporting, and celebrating.

This law cements the court victory 
against Enbridge Northern Gateway and 
the federal government’s reversal of the 
project approval last year. With that said, 
Bill C-48 could be strengthened and there 
are still opportunities to engage with the 
Bill through the Parliamentary process.

The history

The Oil Tanker Moratorium Act is intend-
ed to fulfill a commitment made during 
the 2015 federal election, and again in the 
Prime Minister’s ministerial mandate let-
ters, to “formalize a moratorium on crude 
oil tanker traffic on British Columbia’s 
North Coast” including Hecate Strait, 
Dixon Entrance and Queen Charlotte 
Sound.

This is the latest chapter in a story that 
dates back over 45 years to the com-
mitment of then-Prime Minister Pierre 
Trudeau to prohibit oil tankers in BC’s 
northern waters. The commitment was 
never entrenched in legislation, unfortu-

nately, allowing the former federal gov-
ernment to ignore it at the time the En-
bridge Northern Gateway pipelines and 
tankers project first reared its head.

The threat of oil tankers in north coast 
waters led to over ten years of advocacy 
by West Coast Environmental Law Asso-
ciation (WCEL) and numerous First Na-
tions, northern community groups, labour 
organizations, environmental groups and 
individuals to have the north coast oil 
tanker ban formalized in legislation.

This persistence paid off. During the past 
decade, no less than six private members’ 
oil tanker ban bills were introduced in 
Parliament (but never saw the light of 

Tanker Ban
The nuts & bolts of Trudeau’s Oil Tanker Moratorium Act: 
What it bans, what it doesn’t, victories, and loopholes
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day), one motion was passed by a major-
ity of Parliament in 2010 urging the gov-
ernment to legislate a Pacific north coast 
oil tanker ban, and a legal north coast 
oil tanker ban became a platform com-
mitment of more than one federal party. 
The Coastal First Nations Declaration 
in 2010 also prohibited oil tankers along 
the central and north coast as a matter of 
Indigenous law, a point noted by Coastal 
First Nations in their recent press release 
supporting Bill C-48.

What Bill C-48 prohibits

The basic components of Bill C-48 re-
flect what was announced by the federal 
government in late 2016 and addressed in 
detail by West Coast Environmental Law 
Association in our January 2017 publi-
cation, Will the Pacific North Coast Oil 
Tanker Ban Hold Water?

The legislation would prevent any vessel 
that is constructed or adapted to carry oil 
in bulk from mooring, loading or unload-
ing at any port or marine installation in 
BC north of the northern tip of Vancou-
ver Island, if it were carrying (or, as a re-
sult of loading, would carry) more than 
12,500 tonnes of crude oil or persistent 
oil, or any combination of the two. The 

12,500-tonne threshold appears to be low 
enough to prohibit a standard oil tanker 
from shipping anything close to its full 
capacity.

Bill C-48 includes related provisions that 
prohibit any person or vessel from trans-
porting oil to or from such an oil tank-
er that is not moored at a port or marine 
installation. This effectively closes any 
loophole that would allow persons to 
“ferry” oil to or from an oil tanker to cir-
cumvent the prohibitions in the Bill. The 
Bill would also enact a series of welcome 
provisions related to reporting, monitor-
ing and enforcement aimed at ensuring 
the prohibition is respected.

The ban applies to “crude oil” defined 
broadly using language in international 
law. Notably, this definition of crude oil 
is hardwired into the Act, meaning its 
broad scope could not be subsequently 
changed or narrowed except by amend-
ing the Act in Parliament. In addition, the 
Bill applies to a range of products defined 
as “persistent oil,” which pose similar 
risks to crude oil products. In effect, this 
broadens the scope of the oil tanker ban 
to include a limited subset of refined oils 
such as certain fuel oils and synthetic 
crude oils, (while other refined oils such 

as gasoline and propane are not covered 
by the ban). It also includes bitumen that 
has been partially upgraded. Unlike the 
crude oil prohibition, which is hardwired 
into the Bill, the list of persistent oil cov-
ered by the ban is included in a Schedule 
that can be changed by regulation to add 
or remove products over time.

The legislation does not have an expiry 
date, which means that it will be in effect 
indefinitely unless amended by Parlia-
ment (subject to the exemption provision 
discussed below). This is a cause for cel-
ebration.

What Bill C-48 does not prohibit

Here’s a recap of the key types of oil 
shipments that the legislated ban would 
not cover, which we wrote about in Will 
the Pacific North Coast Oil Tanker Ban 
Hold Water?

The 12,500-tonne threshold at which the 
prohibition “kicks in” is designed to be 
high enough to allow all existing vessel 
traffic to continue. Sensibly, this would 
exclude smaller community supply ship-
ments from the ban. However, it would

Continued on Page 29  
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Some might ask why the Watershed 
Sentinel is giving all these pages over 
to union people. Well, to answer that, 
“The Watershed Sentinel provides a 
forum for intelligent discussion about 
environmental issues and their broad-
er social implications.” The articles 
on the following pages from a variety 
of trade unionists hope to add to that 
“intelligent discussion” from a labour 
perspective. If we are going to deal 
with climate change it is going to take 
a broad coalition, and one of the major 
parties of that coalition will be the la-
bour movement.

Listening well to each other and having 
good dialogue in itself will not solve the 
problem, but it is a vital first step if we 
are going to develop a plan and act on it.

In this section, Donald Lafleur gives an 
update  on Labour’s current and past en-
viro initiatives, Oil sands workers’ group 
Iron & Earth introduce their “Workers’ 
Climate Plan” for a Just Transition to 
sustainable energy, and  Anne Davis asks 
why unions need to be involved beyond 
the workplace. John Snyder shares his 
experiences as a long-time Teamster and 
in helping stop a proposed coal mine. I 
try to provide an brief overview of the 
history and obstacles facing a working 
relationship between labour and greens, 
and give practical steps to get  your local 
union onside with environmental issues.

Hopefully this will stimulate some of that 
intelligent discussion.

Guest editor Brian Charlton is a retired 
postal worker living in Courtenay BC. He 
was president of the Vancouver Local of 
the Canadian Union of Postal Workers 
(1989-96) and the Education and Orga-
nization Officer for the Pacific Region of 
CUPW (1996-2002). 

aboutLet’s Talk
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Overview
Solidarity and the environment

by Brian Charlton 

“Exploited workers and an exploited planet are, it turns 
out, a package deal.” —Naomi Klein 

We have a problem. Humans and our present economic system 
of corporate capitalism are slowly and irrevocably destroying 
the Earth. The only way the destruction can be stopped is for 
a majority of humanity to take concrete actions now; however, 
we cannot do that as long as we allow ourselves to be divided 
into distrustful (and at times hostile) camps. Unless two of the 
largest and most influential movements of the past century – the 
labour movement and the environmental movement – can find 
common ground and build a united front, we and our descen-
dants are going to suffer terribly.

Some history 

Unions are not some “Johnny come lately” to the environmental 
cause. From the “right to roam” societies that campaigned in 
the 1930s to maintain access to England’s common lands to the 
early battles against toxins in the workplace during the 1920s in 
the U.S., workers and their organizations have been front and 
centre. People don’t often think of workers’ health and safety as 
an environmental issue, but (for example) the toxins and pollut-
ants poisoning tanners and pulp and paper workers at work were 
the same poisons polluting the workers’ communities. 

As Joseph Yablonski of the United Mine Workers stated back in 
1968, “Unions represent men and women who are part of com-
munities, are citizens of states and a nation. The public environ-
ment affects the wellbeing of miners and their families. What 
good is a union that reduces coal dust in mines only to have 
miners and their families breathe pollutants in the air, drink pol-
lutants in the water and eat contaminated commodities?”

Over the past 55 years of the modern environmental movement, 
trade unions have, at various times, both supported and attacked 
measures to stop pollution, to preserve wilderness areas, and 
now to mitigate climate change.

In his paper, “A Brief History of the Relations between the US 
Labor and Environmental Movements (1965-2010),”  Jean-Bap-
tiste Velut explores the beginnings of “blue-green solidarity”: 

“[The] United Auto Workers sponsored the historic Earth Day 
in 1970 – a nationwide demonstration designed to raise environ-
mental awareness. Other symbolic signs of nascent blue-green 
solidarity was labor support for a series of pioneering environ-
mental laws including the National Environmental Policy Act 
(1969) which made the federal government responsible for as-
sessing the environmental impact of federal projects.” 

Another time of collaboration and joint action was during the 
anti-globalization campaigns of the 1990s. With multinationals 
seeking cheap labour and zero environmental regulations over-
seas, trade agreements were struck to circumvent the very regu-
lations that had been enacted with pressure from an earlier unit-
ed front of environmentalists and union activists. The “Battle of 
Seattle,” where “Steelworkers and sea turtles” joined together to 
shut down the World Trade Organization was the culmination of 
a long period of organizing that included face-to-face meetings, 
workshops, and demonstrations.

There were other periods when the divide was wide. With the 
oil crisis and economic turmoil of 1973, “jobs vs. environment” 
rhetoric severely damaged blue-green alliances. Here in BC, the 
“war in the woods” of the early 1990s pitted forestry workers 
against people out to stop the practices of clear cutting and log-
ging of old growth. It got very ugly and poisoned the relation-
ship between unions and environmental NGOs for many years.

Today we are facing the very same divide around tar sands and 
pipelines, with building-trade unions in both Canada and the US 
supporting right wing politicians in exchange for jobs for their 
members. There are plenty of unions that see the shortsighted-
ness of that deal, and it is leading to a serious rift within the 
labour movement.

Continued on Page 18  
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Solidarity continued
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What is the labour movement? 

Wikipedia defines the labour movement as “the collective or-
ganization of working people [to] campaign for better work-
ing conditions and treatment from their employers and, by the 
implementation of labour and employment laws, their govern-
ment.” That collective is made up primarily of trade unions, but 
also includes political parties and groups. 

While the labour movement is far from monolithic (even nation-
al labour centrals like the Canadian Labour Congress are more 
of a federation, with each union autonomous), unions tend to 
fall somewhere along the spectrum of two general approaches, 
depending on their history, their leadership, and the kind of in-
dustry they are in. 

Unions that practice “business unionism” tend to focus on bread 
and butter issues like pay and work rules, to see unionism as 
insurance for the workers, and to be more conservative, both po-
litically and socially. The leadership often tends to identify with 
the employer. They tend to be predominantly male (in the past 
mostly white) and concentrated in the resource or construction 
trades. The other stream is “social unionism,” which believes 
that unions need to be involved not just on the work floor. So 
they are active politically, and often involved in social move-
ments. They tend to take a more adversarial approach with the 
employer, and the membership tends to be mixed gender or pre-
dominantly female, and racially diverse.

There are a couple of things to remember about unions. Un-
like many civil society organizations, unions do not choose their 
members. The employer hires them and unions have a legal 
duty to represent all workers in their bargaining unit or work-
place. The other thing to remember is that with some variations, 
unions are democratic. Members vote on leadership, the union’s 

policies and constitution, and collective agreements. In certain 
unions, even unemployed members can vote if they maintain 
their membership.

The way unions are structured and function is considerably dif-
ferent than environmental NGOs. Jean-Baptiste Velut explains: 
“Since the late 1960s … the environmental network has become 
increasingly diverse…. Today grassroots environmentalism 
functions as a loosely structured movement with three over-
lapping, but distinct levels of organizations: community based 
groups, regional or statewide coalitions, and national organiza-
tions…. Apart from their organizational structure environmental 
groups also vary considerably in their ideological orientation.”

Obstacles to co-operation

Besides the different way unions and environmental groups are 
structured, one of the first obstacles is the different functions 
they have. Environmental groups have one main focus – the en-
vironment. Unions, especially in a political climate of austerity 
and neoliberalism, have to be dealing with a number of issues 
confronting their members, from local grievances to privatiza-
tion and outsourcing, to adverse labour legislation. It not only 
stretches resources but also leads to conflicting priorities.

Another obstacle is “class” – the economic and social hierarchies 
of our society. Many workers see the environmental movement 
as essentially a middle class movement whose main concern is 
green spaces for their kids, and who have more empathy for 
seals, whales and giant firs than for unemployed carpenters. The 
fact that this is a misconception doesn’t mean it is not a factor.

Related to the class issue is the propensity of many environ-
mental organizations to lean on private market solutions and the 
good will of corporations. Ideas such as state and cooperative 
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enterprises (or variations thereof) being used as alternatives for 
more direct interventions don’t appear to be given any consid-
eration. Of course, many in the trade union movement seem to 
lack that same vision.   

Of course, the biggest obstacle of all is the “jobs versus environ-
ment” scam that has been hindering the necessary unity since 
the beginning. While we know a green economy will result in 
more jobs overall being created, there will be industries where 
workers will lose their jobs – especially the fossil fuels industry. 

Sociologist Dr. Brian Obach explains the fraud succinctly: 
“Workers are not typically the lead opponents in environmen-
tal measures. Environmental movement organizations are more 
commonly pitted against private industry executives who wish 
to avoid costs and constraints of environmental regulation. It 
is when industries need allies in opposition to environmental 
measures that workers are drawn into the fray. Employers seek 
to enlist workers to rally against measures using the threat that 
less profit may result in layoffs or a complete shutdown. Know-
ing that a threat to corporate profits will not move the public, a 
more sympathetic victim is necessary to win public support and 
workers are the obvious group for this purpose.”

The way forward

With Trump wreaking havoc on both the environment and 
workers’ rights, and Trudeau’s Liberals backtracking on their 
campaign promises, it is hard to be optimistic. However, prog-
ress is being made. There are a number of alliances or coalitions, 
such as the Blue Green Alliance, the One Million Climate Jobs 
campaign, and Iron and Earth, which  have led to direct col-
laborations between union activists and environmental activists, 
allowing for free exchange of ideas and strategies.

For unions, some fundamental changes are needed. In their pa-
per “Mending the Breach Between Labour and Nature: Envi-
ronmental Engagements of Trade Unions and the North-South 
Divide,” Nora Rathzel and David Uzzell posit that “A transfor-
mation of unions would mean that they do not merely react to 
the capitalist crises, trying to defend the achievements of their 
past struggles, but would instead embark on new struggles 
in which they become the inventors of new forms of produc-
tion. Comprehensive union policies that merge the protection 
of workers and the protection of nature have several implica-
tions for trade union policies. They require that unions reinvent 
themselves as social movements, aiming not only to improve 
member’s lives but to take part in transforming societies and the 

present economic system. This implies a need to build alliances 
with environmental movements.” 

Some unions have already taken that step. In 2011, the Canadian 
Union of Postal Workers proposed that the new contract include 
an article that would require the parties to work together to re-
duce the Corporation’s environmental footprint. It was rejected 
by Canada Post management. Last year, along with a number of 
other organizations, they launched the ‘Delivering Community 
Power’ project that called for conversion of the country’s largest 
vehicle fleet to electrical power and public charging stations at 
all post offices, among other ideas aimed at making post offices 
community hubs. 

Environmental groups also need to transform themselves. They 
can no longer just campaign to end an unsustainable practice or 
a dirty industry, be successful, and then walk away. They also 
need to be there to help deal with the fallout. They need to sup-
port frameworks like “Just Transition” that call for economic 
and educational assistance to displaced workers. They need to 
engage with workers and their unions directly, even ones that 
are resistant or even hostile to that dialogue.

We must not sugarcoat the difficulties ahead. Let us not exag-
gerate the obstacles either, or conclude they are unbridgeable. 
As the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) not-
ed back in 2007, “We have options but the past is not one of 
them.” 

ORDER TODAY

Watershed Sentinel Books
250-339-6117

https://watershedsentinel.ca/beyond-banksters
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Activism
Why do unions engage in political action?

by Anne Davis

This is a question that is sometimes asked by union members 
who feel their dues should be used to deal only with their 
employment-related issues in the workplace, period.

There are many reasons for unions’ engagement in both elector-
al politics and more grassroots campaigns for social justice, in-
cluding responses to environmental issues and climate change. 

The very existence of unions is political. At no point in history 
did rulers, owners, or corporations ever suggest that it would be 
a good idea for working people to get together in order to have 
strength in numbers. We’re often reminded that people fought 
and died for the right to form or join a union (or “combine,” as 
it was originally called), but we need to occasionally stop and 
actually consider that fact. 

Why was union membership so important that some would die 
for that right? Forming and belonging to unions gave working 
people the ability to influence the societies in which they lived, 
as well as their workplaces, and to work together for changes 
that would benefit their families and communities. 

As a feminist activist in my community and in my union, I find 
that both areas of my activism are intertwined. By lobbying for 
accessible child care, pay equity, and coordinated sexual assault 
services, my union is representing the interests of our members 
while working towards a more egalitarian society that will make 
life better for the women I support through my work, as well as 
for all women.  

Unions don’t do this work all on their own. Often, unions and 
community organizations form alliances, formally or informal-
ly, to work for change. 

But what about electoral politics? 
Some suggest that unions have no business taking positions. 
Should unions be involved at all? In a word: yes.

The decisions made by those in power affect all of us. Some 

unions endorse particular political parties. Others, like mine, 
take a more nuanced approach and only offer support where the 
history and platform of a party align with the goals of our union 
in areas such as human rights and free collective bargaining.

Importantly, unions provide a measure of balance in a society 
largely dominated by corporate interests. Although corporations 
have far more resources in terms of money, unions have en-
gaged members committed to acting collectively for the greater 
good, and experience in developing and carrying out campaigns.

As well as fighting for new initiatives, unions have a wealth 
of experience in fighting to hold the line when past achieve-
ments are threatened. The British Columbia Teachers Federa-
tion (BCTF) was absolutely tenacious in their battle with the 
BC government to restore contract language around class size 
and composition. They finally achieved victory at the Supreme 
Court in November 2016. Yes, this means they will have more 
members as more teachers are hired. More importantly, it also 
means that children with special needs will have a chance at a 
better life – and that benefits everyone.  

The motto of the Campbell River, Courtenay and District La-
bour Council is “We are who we stand with.” Unions are proud 
to stand in solidarity with all of those who are working to create 
a better world – and that requires political action.

Anne Davis is Program Coordinator for the Comox Valley Tran-
sition Society and a Regional Director of the Health Sciences 
Association. She was one of the organizers for “Walking With 
Our Sisters” when the K’omoks First Nation hosted it in 2015.

“At no point in history did rulers, owners,  
or corporations suggest that it would be a 

good idea for working people to get together  
in order to have strength in numbers.”

http://walkingwithoursisters.ca/
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Practical Steps
Enlist your local union as an ally for the environment

by Brian Charlton 

A hypothetical scenario: you have a problem with a local fac-
tory that is possibly leaking toxic chemicals in its wastewater. 
You form a local group to come up with a plan of action around 
the issue. One person in your group suggests that the union that 
represents the 200 workers at the factory should be enlisted as 
an ally in your campaign. Most members agree, but what are 
your first steps?

As with any community organizing there are no rigid rules, just 
some practical steps to follow in getting the union on board. 

1) Do some research. 
Is the union part of a large national union or a small local one? 
Do they have a local office? What is their relationship with the 
employer? Who is the local president? You can Google the 
union, check the local media, or best of all, if you know people 
who work in the factory, ask them for information. You want 
to have an idea of whether the union will be friendly, hostile or 
neutral about working with your group.

2) Make contact. 
You may want to meet with the local officers or president over 
coffee, or make a formal presentation. This could be to their ex-
ecutive committee or to a general membership meeting (bear in 
mind some union locals only meet once a month at best).

3) Work with individual members. 
If you know some of the factory workers, or better yet if they are 
part of your group, get them to talk it up with other members of 
the union. Ask them to put forward resolutions at union meet-
ings. However, unless you know the union leadership is hostile, 
make contact with the leadership first.

4) If there is a local Labour Council, approach them. 
A Labour Council is an organization of all the regional unions 
that meets regularly to discuss common concerns and to act 
collectively. Most meet monthly – you could request to be put 
on the agenda to speak. Only the larger Labour Councils like 
Vancouver and Victoria have full time offices, so they can some-

times be difficult to contact. Most have a social media presence 
so check Facebook or a website.

5) Set out your goals and outline clearly what you want 
them to do. 
Be realistic. Even if they are sympathetic to the issue, the local 
leaders have to answer to the overall membership. 

Of course, it can be a much more complicated process than one 
can outline on one page – but hopefully this will be helpful get-
ting started in enlisting your local union as an ally. 

SUBSCRIBE
OR DONATE

https://watershedsentinel.ca/watershed-sentinel-subscription-options
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The teamster and the coal mine

Case Study

Interview by Brian Charlton

John Snyder was one of the leaders of 
Coalwatch, a community group formed 
in response to a proposal to build a coal 
mine in the Comox Valley. He is also a 
long time Teamster who lived most of 
his life in Alaska before moving to Fan-
ny Bay, BC. We felt John’s experiences 
as both a union activist and as an envi-
ronmentalist could provide insight into 
both struggles.

You are from San Diego but you spent 
most of your adult life in Alaska?

In 1964 when I started at college, there 
was a 9.2 earthquake in Alaska on a 
Good Friday. Some of my buddies went 

up there and came back with stories of 
plenty of construction jobs that paid good 
money, and that it was wild and crazy 
place. So next summer we drove up in a 
VW van. I was going to work for a couple 
of months, make my fortune and go back 
to college in California but I ended up 
staying for 42 years. It was a great place 
to be, vibrant, just like the frontier it was.
 
How did you end up being a teamster?

I got some non-union gigs driving de-
livery trucks for food warehouses, but 
through a friend I got on at a union place. 
I paid my initiation fees in April 1970. 
I have been a Teamster member for 47 

years, 37 of them as an active member. 
If nothing else I am a union person first 
and foremost.

Beginning in 1970, Alaska, with the start 
of the construction of the oil pipeline, 
became a boom economy with a capital 
B. They couldn’t find enough people to 
drive trucks. I got a job hauling fuel all 
over the state and it is a big state.

Were you active in the union?

Not at first but I remember a time, I had 
only been on the job for 2 years and a sit-
uation arose. An employee had been un-
justly fired and the union came to us and 
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asked “Are you guys willing to go to bat 
for Joe?” We said yes, and they did even-
tually work out a deal to get him back to 
work. 

I had some good mentors who taught me 
about being a good union member, stick-
ing together, and solidarity. As one per-
son you don’t really have a voice. Why 
wouldn’t people want collective bargain-
ing where you have some control? I know 
there has to be a balance but at the end of 
the day why wouldn’t you want a collec-
tive voice?

During the last 15 years I was a shop 
steward.

Were unions active politically in Alaska?

In the seventies they had a lot of power 
but later on there was a lot of deregula-
tion. Most of the Teamster jobs back then 
were warehousing and trucking but that 
started decreasing. It went from company 
trucks and company drivers to owner-op-

erators and things just went downhill 
from there. It was a tough period. Once 
the construction of the pipeline was fin-
ished it went from boom to bust.

What was the attitude of Teamsters to 
the pipeline construction and the oil 
development?

They were in favour of it. Remember this 
was the 1970s. Environmental concerns 
were never even heard of up there. The 
State was getting so much money they 
couldn’t spend it and believe me, they 
tried. They did away with the personal 
income tax. The Governor started a per-
manent dividend fund so that every man, 
woman and child got some money each 
year varying from $1,000-2,000. It gave 
some people some skin in the game. It 
was actually ingenious. 

Did the Exxon Valdez spill affect peo-
ple’s attitudes?

That was huge. It devastated Prince Wil-

liam Sound, Valdez, all of the fishing in-
dustry. The First Nations, it just ruined 
their subsistence food supply. They got 
paid out but they lost their livelihoods, 
lost who they were. There were divorc-
es and suicides. Things were not going to 
bounce back to where they were before 
the spill.

Unfortunately, as devastating as it was, 
people up there if given a choice would 
still give approval to the pipeline and oil 
drilling. It is something to keep in mind 
with Kinder Morgan.

So like the Raven mine, you have to get 
in beforehand?

I’d much rather fight it at the front end 
than try to shut it down.

What is Coalwatch and why was it 
formed? How did you become involved 
in it?

Continued on Page 24  
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In Practice continued

Coalwatch is no longer an entity. We 
were focused on Compliance Energy’s 
proposed Raven coal mine, and once that 
was terminated we decided to fold our 
tent. Our main focus was to raise public 
awareness and participation in the pro-
cess, and to get information out to peo-
ple. We did not want their proposal to fly 
underneath the radar. 

Campbell Conner was sort of the original 
lead dog but after a couple of months he 
stepped down. So I ended up being draft-
ed. It ended up being a six-and-a-half 
-year battle.

It was Campbell’s idea to sort of sit on the 
fence and focus on the process. But then 
we were still viewed as against it, merely 
because we were raising questions. We 
certainly were concerned, considering 
many of us were only five kilometres 
downstream from the proposed mine.

We came up with a set of demands, which 
we outlined in letters to both the feder-
al and provincial governments. One, we 
wanted an independent review with pub-
lic hearings. Two, we demanded base-
line studies of Baynes Sound, and lastly 
an exhaustive aquifer study. When those 
three demands were refused, we did be-
come opponents.

Compliance did try to manipulate peo-
ple with the usual line about all the em-
ployment they were going to create.

Jobs, jobs, jobs! They eventually had to 
set down on paper an employment plan, 
of benefits to the community. We had Al-
ice de Wolff, who has expertise on labour 
and employment statistics, do a critique 
of that plan which showed their forecast 
had lots of loopholes.

The Port Alberni Labour Council came 
out early in opposition. They looked at 

the numbers and decided the negatives 
outweighed the positives. They got blow-
back from the Steelworkers but they were 
pretty firm.

The issue of temporary foreign work-
ers was on people’s minds at that 
time, so the job benefit numbers were 
suspect – especially as many of these 
workers were being used in coal mines 
in northern BC.

That did throw a shadow on their job pro-
jections.

What lessons did you learn at 
Coalwatch and from the Teamsters?

The union work helped me. I was a shop 
steward and that is all about problem 
solving. Learning on the fly came natural 
to me.

My greatest fear was that as a 40-year 
union man I was going to get stuck be-
tween a rock and a hard place, between 
a community group that was actively 
opposing a coal mine, and having then 
to battle my union brothers and sisters – 
but that never really happened. That was 
due to the support of the Labour Council 
in Port Alberni and the Campbell River, 
Courtenay and District Labour Council.

Most of us on the Labour Council 
knew Compliance was never going to 
meet the criteria so it was a no go from 
the start.

It was the same with most of the city 
councils like Comox and Courtenay. We 
didn’t go there to oppose the mine but to 
push for a more rigorous review, which is 
just common sense. It put a marker down 
for the regulators that these communi-
ties have set a bar that Compliance has 
to meet.

How do you feel about receiving the 
Eugene Rogers Environmental Award 
in 2015?

I am grateful for the award but I view it as 
if I received it on behalf of all the people 
who supported Coalwatch with fundrais-
ing, writing letters, putting up signs, go-
ing to meetings and demos. These people 
stepped up to the plate and worked very 
hard to accomplish our goals.

Are you involved in other local activi-
ties around environmental issues?

Not right now. I am just a concerned 
citizen and there is certainly no lack of 
issues to be concerned about. I am an 
American and have lived in Fanny Bay 
for ten years. I recently put in my papers 
to become a Canadian citizen. One of the 
reasons is the election of Donald Trump. 

What do you see as our common fu-
ture?

I don’t know what is going to happen. I 
feel fortunate being the age I am. In the 
“golden years,” if your father worked in a 
car plant, you’d come out of high school, 
get hired, you then worked for 30 years, 
got married, bought a house, put your 
kids through school, and had a pension 
at the end. Those jobs are disappearing. 
Businesses need to figure out how to sup-
port these people. There is talk of a guar-
anteed national income.

It is a hard nut to crack. We can’t contin-
ue down this path. This planet has only 
so many resources. Organized labour can 
provide leadership but I think our kids 
will be the ones to solve the problems. I 
don’t think our generation will.
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Iron and Earth
Workers’ Climate Plan: a just transition to a green economy

by  Lliam Hildebrand, Executive Director, Iron and Earth
 
Addressing climate change while developing our energy in-
dustry doesn’t have to divide and polarize our country. As we 
look ahead, one thing is certain: Canada needs to come together 
around a national climate strategy that unites people and drives 
growth in a new energy economy.

Many oil sands workers are concerned about the environmental 
impact of fossil fuel development – but they are also concerned 
about losing jobs in this precarious industry. We face a difficult 
situation and we don’t want to be yet another example of a Ca-
nadian workforce that failed to proactively adapt to a changing 
world.

The challenges inspired us, a group of oil 
sands workers, to establish Iron and Earth. 
We want our voices heard in this debate. 
We want good paying jobs that will allow 
us to care for our families. But we also 
want to feel pride in the work we do, and 
to know that our daily actions are not contributing to a climate 
crisis that could dramatically alter the world our children inherit.

Today we need bold strategic and visionary leadership – a kind 
of leadership that has been lacking under previous governments. 
While we are inspired by the recent ambitions of the current 
federal and provincial governments to view the challenge of 
climate change as an opportunity to create jobs and grow a di-
versified economy, we must ensure the voices of workers are 
adequately represented.

That is why we have taken the time to develop the Workers’ 
Climate Plan (WCP), a step toward finding common ground and 
preparing our country for the future. We believe that the WCP 
can put Canada on the path to becoming a leader in renewable 
energy, and a net exporter of renewable energy products, ser-
vices and technology. Most importantly, we have a tremendous 
opportunity to improve the quality of life of trades people, their 
families, and the nation, by reorienting labour toward building 

new and diverse forms of energy production and energy effi-
ciency retrofitting.

As we face mounting job losses in the oil and gas sector – with 
40,000 jobs lost in 2015 alone – and uncertain international mar-
kets, it is prudent to invest in the future by training existing in-
dustrial trade workers to capitalize on this global shift. 

With large scale renewable energy projects ramping up in Alber-
ta and Saskatchewan in 2018, we have a brief window to build 
up our workforce and manufacturing capacity. Through Iron and 

Earth Solar Skills Training Program we 
look to help facilitate this transition, and 
we enthusiastically support other organiza-
tions working on these critical issues.

As we advocate for a just transition of 
workers into the renewable energy sector, 
we must also uphold our obligations to 

First Nations by aligning our campaign at Iron and Earth with 
the calls to action outlined in the Truth and Reconciliation Com-
mission.

The future of Canada’s energy portfolio is and must be renew-
able. Whether it is through manufacturing and installing new 
renewable systems or upgrading existing systems to be more 
efficient, as energy sector workers we want Canada to lead the 
transition away from carbon dependency – not lag behind it.

We ask the federal government to listen to the voice of workers 
and include our concerns and solutions in the climate change 
strategies so we can avoid divisive debates and get to work 
transforming Canada into a renewable energy leader for the 21st 
century.

For the complete Workers’ Climate Plan, and to pledge your 
support, go to www.ironandearth.org

“We don’t want to be an-
other Canadian workforce 

that failed to adapt.”
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Workers and environmentalists side by side

To Resist Together

by Donald Lafleur

There are far more similarities between those who struggle 
for better working conditions and those who struggle for the 
good health of Mother Earth than many believe. Our many 
commonalities include concern for future generations and 
wanting to be inclusive in building our movements. I person-
ally believe there are no boundaries in our struggles. Since 
all life forms are being affected, we have to work together.

Delivering Community Power

As I was a member of the Canadian Union of Postal Workers 
(CUPW) National Executive from 1994-2014, I have a special 
interest in how we can transform the public sector, and in partic-
ular Canada Post, into a sustainable, community-powered enti-
ty. In February 2016, CUPW initiated a major program on how 
Canada Post could become the hub of our next economy, called 
“Delivering Community Power.” It includes initiatives such as: 
• Transitioning the Canada Post fleet to 100% renewable energy
• Electric charging stations in every post office
• Expanding door-to door delivery services
• Postal banking in indigenous and poor communities
• Support for elders and those with limited mobility
• Turn post offices into community hubs
• Delivery of local food produce
All these various models have a proven track record in Austra-
lia, Brazil, France, Italy, Japan, New Zealand, Norway, Switzer-
land and UK. 

In the 1990s, CUPW’s negotiating committees tabled a demand 
to transform Canada Post’s fleet of delivery vehicles, the coun-
try’s largest, from gasoline and diesel to natural gas or electric. 
Not only would this have had a major impact on greenhouse 
gas emissions, it would have served as a model for other large 
national fleets, both public and private.

Challenges

Within the labour movement we have many challenges. For ex-
ample, it is much easier for public sector unions to take strong 
positions on the environment than it is for the private sector, 
for a number of reasons which would require their own article. 
Although we have talked about a “Just Transition” for commu-
nities and workers, the reality on the ground is that we have not 
been successful in bridging workers who’ve lost their jobs into 
jobs in the renewable sector. We need to work on that. We need 
to ensure that workers and their families have jobs in the Green 
Economy, and/or concrete solutions such as early retirement, for 
those willing to go there.

Solutions

The Green Economy Network has put forward the “One Million 
Climate Jobs” challenge, with the support of the Canadian La-
bour Congress (CLC) and some affiliates such as the Canadian 
Union of Public Employees, Public Service Alliance of Cana-

Canada One Million Climate Jobs Plan Totals
$Billions Invested 
Over 5-Year Period

Total Person Job 
Years Created

GHG Emission  
Reductions (Mt CO2eq)

Renewable Energy (solar, wind, geothermal power) $23.3 290,000 44 - 110

Energy Efficiency (i.e. building retrofits) $30.0 438,000 32 -126
Public Transit (i.e. improvements and expansion) $17.6 223,000 11 - 20 
Higher Speed Rail (between cities in urban corridors) $10.0 101,600 1 - 5
5-Year TOTALS $80.9 Billion 1,052,600 Jobs 88 
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da (PSAC), and the National Union of Provincial Government 
Employees. The challenge has calculated that by investing up 
to five per cent of the annual federal budget in renewable ener-
gy, energy efficiency, and public transportation, over five years 
Canada could create one million new jobs while reducing our 
annual greenhouse gas emissions by 25-35 per cent. It has also 
produced job creation numbers for every province and territory.

The CLC, along with affiliates such as PSAC and the Steel-
workers, also works with Adapting Canadian Work (ACW) 
and Workplaces (formerly Work in a Warming World). These 
two organizations have developed research material that ranges 
from books and education material to contractual language, put-
ting a gender lens on climate change.
 
Day 3 of  the CLC Convention in Toronto in May 2017 focused 
on Green Jobs and Just Transition. We also held a Green Econo-
my Network workshop one evening.

Environment Advisory Committee

The CLC has had an Environment Committee, where every 
one of the 54 affiliated unions can have a seat and a say, since 
the 1990s. We have pressured governments and employers. We 
have held consultations, negotiations, lobby days, and so on. For 
example, last year in February, we successfully lobbied the fed-
eral government on the banning of asbestos. It is an issue that 

has both health & safety and environmental repercussions, and 
the labour movement has been calling for a ban for decades.

The future

My partner Cécile and I are parents to 4 adult children and 
grandparents to 7 grandchildren, and what is happening south 
of the border is keeping us up at night. The attacks on workers’ 
rights (precarious work, robotics, artificial intelligence) coupled 
with the attacks on our environment, are unprecedented – and 
happening in a day and age when time is running out on us. 

We must do everything in our power and raise awareness to en-
sure future generations will have a chance at a life that is better 
than what we had. In the Trump era we must all remember that 
to resist is to win. To resist together means we will win.

Donald Lafleur’s background as an organic farmer made him 
a natural activist in the environmental movement. He is 
vice-president of the Canadian Labour Congress Executive, and 
sits on the executive committees of the Green Economy Net-
work, Adapting Canadian Work, and Trade Unions for Energy 
Democracy. 

For more info, please go to the web sites:
www.adaptingcanadianwork.ca; www.canadianlabour.ca, www.cupe.ca, 
www.greeneconomynet.ca, www.nupge.ca, psacunion.ca, www.usw.ca
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the green fuse
by Nicola MacWilliam

I met Dee Hobsbawn-Smith re-
cently at a poetry colloquium in 
Saskatchewan, held in what had 
once been a Franciscan retreat 
in a small town called Lumsden. 
Previously I’d only ever watched 
a blurred patchwork of wheat 
and canola fields go by from train 
or car windows, or from 30,000 
feet above. To be staying in one 
place, with time to walk and have 
conversations with other “Sas-
katchewaniers” (aka flat landers 
or stubble jumpers) was utterly 
different.

I asked Dee if I could use this poem 
for the column because I was struck 
by the startling evocation of the 
geological events which formed 
Cypress Hills and led to the for-
mation of clay. For me the poem 
encapsulates what we often forget 
to acknowledge – the intrinsic na-
ture of human involvement with 
the land, and the mystery and won-
der inherent in being able to create 
beautiful and useful artifacts using 
resources that may have taken cen-
turies to come into existence

Nicola MacWilliam has been writing 
since she was a kid, and is current-
ly an MFA student in poetry at UVic 
where she is working on a poetry 
manuscript that examines the his-
tory of our relationship to place on 
the west coast.  

Our
poetry and 

arts column 
to feed the 

need for 
a deeper 

read... 

Pottery in the Cypress Hills 
Dee Hobsbawn-Smith  

Walking these prehistoric hills on tufted grass,
imagine the sea
of ice dragging rubble
across their ribs. The glacier’s retreat
scratched out a belly made small by sky,
clouds absorbing the forgotten
footfalls of metatarsals.

In the wake of the melt,
a brace of broken bones, cracked
femurs weighted down with iron,
molars dug like an ache from the cheek of the hill,
and a layered cap of coal, hiding
the white mud your potter friends crave.
They excavate with wheelbarrows and shovels, sieving
out impurities without washing away the heart.

Clay pulses on the wheel, clay
moves between their fingers,
clay settles into the stillness of a tumbler, 
the stain of iron oxide on its lips.

Kneel beside the potter, open
your palms, fill them with mud
as slippery as wet skin, cupping water
that spills from hands to wheel to soil. Close
your fingers on the clay, and feel life
taking shape again. 

“Pottery in the Cypress Hills” by Dee Hobsbawn-Smith from Wild-
ness Rushing In, Hagios Press, 2014. Courtesy of the author.

https://deehobsbawnsmith.com/bookshelf/literary-books/wildness-rushing-in/
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 Tankers continued from Page 15

also allow existing bulk petroleum tank 
barge traffic to continue, such as the (for-
tunately empty) barge pushed by the Na-
than E. Stewart tug that sank in October 
2016. Bill C-48 would not apply to the 
bulk transport of refined oil products such 
as gasoline, jet fuel and propane because 
those products are not included in the 
Schedule.

With regard to the effect of the 
12,500-tonne threshold, WCEL contin-
ues to recommend that Transport Can-
ada publicly release its information on 
past and current oil shipments in the re-
gion, as well as provide a rationale for 
the 12,500-tonne threshold including the 
types of vessels or shipments that this 
will include and exclude.

The Oil Tanker Moratorium Act also in-
cludes a troubling new provision. Section 
6(1) of Bill C-48 allows the Minister, by 
order, to exempt identified oil tankers 
from the ban on any terms and for any 
period of time. Moreover, section 6(2) 
says that the Statutory Instruments Act 
does not apply to such exemption orders, 
which removes requirements that such 
exemption orders be published and made 
easily available for public inspection.

This provision, if used to its full extent, 
could allow wide-scale and long-term 
exemptions from the oil tanker ban to 
be ordered behind closed doors without 
opportunity for public review and input, 
effectively gutting the purpose of the Oil 
Tanker Moratorium Act. The need for 
this provision is unclear given that Bill 
C-48 already includes sensible exemp-
tions from the oil tanker ban for vessels 
in various forms of distress (e.g. to ensure 
the safety of the vessel, for medical emer-
gencies, or to render assistance to another 
vessel in distress), as well as vessels un-
der the control of the Minister of National 
Defence. It is even more puzzling that the 

government has proposed excluding such 
exemption orders from the application of 
the Statutory Instruments Act, which ef-
fectively makes them less public.

Fortunately, there are still opportuni-
ties to address this concerning provision 
during detailed Parliamentary review of 
Bill C-48. While its meeting schedule has 
yet to be set, Bill C-48 will be studied by 
the House of Commons Standing Com-
mittee on Transport, Infrastructure and 
Communities before it is introduced for 
second reading in Parliament.

West Coast Environmental Law Associ-
ation’s submissions will certainly argue 
that the provision allowing exemption or-
ders should be removed from Bill C-48, 
or at the very least circumscribed, for ex-
ample through time limits, public notice 
requirements and opportunities for public 
comment. Comments from individuals 
or organizations may be submitted to the 
Committee, or directly to a Member of 
Parliament.

Reason to celebrate

While it’s not perfect (and what law is?), 
the Oil Tanker Moratorium Act stands to 
be a major win from a big-picture per-
spective. The now-rejected Enbridge 
Northern Gateway project raised the most 
realistic threat of crude oil supertankers 
on BC’s north coast, but it is neither the 
first nor the last of such proposals.

For example, in a 1978 report from the 
West Coast Oil Ports Inquiry, Commis-
sioner Andrew Thompson made a state-
ment that will sound familiar to those 
who fought against Northern Gateway 
some 30 years later:

“Despite my familiarity with this 
history of determined opposition to 
tanker traffic, I have been surprised 

to find it so universal. In my pre-
liminary meetings throughout the 
province and in the formal and com-
munity hearings of the Inquiry held 
to date, the oil port proposals have 
inspired few advocates other than the 
proponent companies themselves.”

This prolonged and widespread opposi-
tion to oil tankers on BC’s north coast de-
serves to be entrenched in a legal prohibi-
tion, so that the same fight is not repeated 
over and over again. The Oil Tanker Mor-
atorium Act is strong enough to create a 
“new normal” for BC’s north coast where 
the largest and most realistic threats of oil 
tanker megaprojects are legally taken off 
the table. Oil industry proponents know 
this, which is why they are loudly arguing 
that the Oil Tanker Moratorium Act goes 
too far or should be scrapped altogether.

As Bill C-48 winds its way through the 
Parliamentary process, industry forces 
will continue to urge the federal govern-
ment to water down or simply break its 
promise to enact an oil tanker ban. To 
counteract these forces, the federal gov-
ernment needs to continue to hear from 
the public – through written comments 
to Members of Parliament or the Trans-
port Committee – that BC’s north coast 
is no place for oil tankers. The Oil Tank-
er Moratorium Act is worth supporting 
and strengthening to ensure that the next 
generation doesn’t have to face another 
Northern Gateway on BC’s north coast.
 
Gavin Smith is Staff Counsel for the West 
Coast Environmental Law Association. 
This analysis was first published on www.
wcel.org 

http://www.wcel.org/resources/environmental-law-alert/why-oil-tanker-moratorium-act-worth-celebrating
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Continued on Page 32  

Mountain Caribou on the brink

by Jim Cooperman

In February, the BC Government an-
nounced $27 million to boost mountain 
caribou recovery efforts. While the en-
vironmental community welcomed the 
announcement, there is a growing con-
cern that it may be too late to save this 
iconic species from extinction.

The additional funding will be invested in 
an ongoing program that includes habitat 
protection and restoration, maternal pen-
ning, predator management, research and 
monitoring, and increased enforcement.

The statistics reveal the truth – numbers 
of southern mountain caribou have plum-
meted in recent decades. At one time, 
there were tens of thousands of caribou 
throughout the province that ranged in 
herds from the alpine to valley bottoms. 

Intensive hunting reduced their numbers 
substantially until it became illegal to 

shoot them. Once logging began mov-
ing into higher elevations, their numbers 
dropped further due to habitat loss and in-
creased predation. Since 1995, when the 
first count showed approximately 2,500 
southern mountain caribou, the numbers 
dropped to 1,900 in 2006, 1,540 in 2014 
and only 1,300 in 2016.

Mountain caribou occupy large patches 
of mature and old-growth spruce and bal-
sam forests at high elevations throughout 
most of the year, where they have adapted 
to the deep snow and rugged terrain. Here 
in the Shuswap, efforts that began with 
land use planning in the late 1990s and 
led to the 2007 provincial recovery plan 
resulted in protection for 10,000 hectares 
of old growth sub-alpine habitat.

Despite this protected habitat, mountain 
caribou continue to be decimated by 
predators. When logging began to creep 

up the mountainsides, moose and deer 
moved up the roads and wolves and cou-
gar followed, finding the caribou to be 
an easy prey. Consequently, logging has 
been a double blow to the caribou, by re-
ducing the source of winter food and by 
increasing the number of predators.

One controversial component of the 
recovery plan is the killing of wolves. 
Predators like wolves perform a key eco-
logical role and removing them could re-
sult in unanticipated impacts. In addition 
to the ethical concerns about shooting 
wolves from helicopters, removing them 
may not actually protect the dwindling 
number of caribou. Many conservation-
ists insist that predators should only be 
removed if the need is apparent after in-
tensive monitoring.

• Woodland caribou are a key indicator of the boreal forest’s health overall. Its effective conservation 
maintains vital freshwater sources, carbon stores and habitats for a range of other species.

• The Quebec government estimates that between 6,000 and 9,000 Woodland caribou still live in herds 
scattered across the province but that there are only about 15 remaining in the Val-d’Or herd.

• According to the Quebec government, a minimum of 50 caribou are necessary to ensure the stability of a 
herd, and the Val-d’Or herd is far below this with little hope currently of increasing its numbers in the wild.

• Woodland caribou face many threats including disease and climate change, but disturbances caused by 
humans, primarily logging activities, have been identified as the most important cause of caribou decline.

• Located north of Quebec City near Lac Saint-Jean, the Saint-Félicien zoo is a 485-hectare complex where 
large North American mammals roam free. However, Environment Canada states in their Recovery 
Strategy for the Woodland Caribou documentation that the threshold size for a caribou herd is defined as 
50,000 hectares.

• In 2015, nineteen caribou died suddenly at this zoo.
• Woodland caribou require large areas of mature undisturbed forest for their survival, but each year the 

cumulative impact from industrial disturbances to their forest homes further threaten this species.fa
ct

s



32 | watershedsentinel.ca

Caribou continued

Environmental groups in Quebec are 
dumbfounded by the government’s de-
cision to relocate the last few wood-
land caribou from Québec’s Val-d’Or 
region to a zoo 400 kilometres away.

This decision sets a dangerous precedent 
for all endangered species in Québec 
and in Canada. While the herd remains 
in their habitat, the Quebec and federal 
governments have legal responsibilities 

to protect them – under both the feder-
al Species at Risk Act (SARA) and Que-
bec’s caribou recovery plan. Although 
the government may describe the move 
as an extreme but necessary step, it looks 
more like abandoning responsibility for 
protecting this species in the wild, per-
haps as a precursor for the expansion of 
forestry and other industrial development 
into the area.

Greenpeace, l’Action 
boréale, and the David 
Suzuki Foundation are 
calling on the govern-
ment not move these 
caribou to a zoo and 
to consider all possible 
steps to strengthen pro-
tection of the species, 
its habitat and the bio-
diversity of the entire 
boreal forest across the 
province to avoid sim-
ilar crises in the future.

Although the Canadian government re-
leased the boreal woodland caribou re-
covery strategy under the Species at Risk 
Act (SARA) nearly 5 years ago, concrete 
action at the provincial level has been 
lacking. This science, coupled with In-
digenous knowledge, urgently needs to 
be applied on the ground so that the de-
mise of this herd and its forest habitat is 
not repeated elsewhere.

The fate of this herd and the disappear-
ance of a keystone species from forests 
that have sustained them for millennia 
must serve as a political wake-up call.

—Greenpeace, April 24, 2017

Quebec herd moved to zoo

Another concern is the impact from mo-
torized recreation. Snowmobiles create 
tracks that make it easier for wolves to 
move into the alpine, and the activity it-
self can cause stress for the caribou. Also, 
despite the protection from commercial 
logging, heli-ski and snow-cat ski opera-
tions may be able to log in caribou habitat 
to provide more areas for skiing. 

When the only way to save a species 
is to capture animals and raise them in 
pens, the chances of survival are slim. 
BC’s recent cash infusion can be seen as 

a last-ditch effort to save the Southern 
mountain caribou. Decades of resource 
extraction have resulted in the near-ex-
tinction of North America’s reindeer. 
Unless the BC Government gets serious 
about protecting additional habitat and 
improving its enforcement of motorized 
recreation restrictions, it is possible that 
we could witness the endgame for the 
mountain caribou.

Jim Cooperman is the president of the 
Shuswap Environmental Action Society 
(SEAS). He writes extensively about local 

geography (see shuswappassion.ca), and 
has just released his fourth book, Every-
thing Shuswap.
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http://www.everythingshuswap.ca/
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BC News 

Hunter-funded wildlife agency 

Fox in Charge
A proposal for a new, independent wild-
life management agency in BC, which 
would relieve the BC government from 
managing contentious wildlife issues 
such as grizzly, wolf and caribou popu-
lations, was quietly announced in March. 

Steve Thomson, then minister of For-
ests, Lands and Natural Resource Op-
erations, set a fall start-up date and set 
aside $200,000 for consultations with 
conservation and hunting groups. Thom-
son said the agency would receive an ini-
tial government investment of $5 million 
and be further funded by hunting licence 
revenues to the tune of $9 to $10 million 
annually – money which currently goes 
into general revenue.

Conservation groups such as Valhal-
la Wilderness Society and BC Nature, 
which represents 53 clubs, fear the new 
program could prioritize the interests of 
hunters over wildlife. VWS called it a 
thinly disguised attempt to privatize wild-
life management and hand over respon-
sibility to hunters, trappers and guide 
outfitters.

—www.desmog.ca 
May 23, 2017

Heiltsuk sue government, industry

Coastal Heroes
The Heiltsuk First Nation is preparing a 
civil case against Kirby Corporation and 
the government of Canada, to recover 
damages for loss of Aboriginal rights to 
food, social and ceremonial harvesting, 
and the loss of their commercial harvest-
ing of marine resources.

In October, 2016 a pilotless tug ran 
aground and spilled over 110,00 0 litres 
of oil in Heiltsuk waters on the central 
coast of British Columbia. Through in-
adequate government and corporate re-
sponse, and despite Heiltsuk responders’ 
heroic efforts to mitigate the damage, the 
spill contaminated key shellfish harvest-
ing areas. The Heiltsuk suffered a violent 
disruption to their way of life, their econ-
omy, their history and identity, and their 
spiritual connection to the land. 

The Heiltsuk case is expected to expose 
the actual state of British Columbia and 
Canada’s “world class” oil-spill response 
system. 

Donations to the Heiltsuk case are being 
accepted at raventrust.com/heiltsuk-step-
up-for-coast-heroes/

—www.raventrust.com 
May 25, 2017

Justice for Compliance?

Raven Mine
Compliance Coal Corp. is suing the Ca-
nadian Environmental Assessment Agen-
cy and the federal and provincial govern-
ments, claiming the approval process for 
a coal mining project on Vancouver Island 
was so convoluted that it was impossible 
for the company to satisfy. The company 
claims it spent several years and nearly 
$20 million on its bid for approval for the 
Raven coal mine in the Comox Valley. 

The bankrupt company left their assets 
to one director who loaned the company 
$200,000 in 2015, secured by “the assets 
of the Company.” Those assets are 29,000 
hectares of freehold coal in the Comox 
Valley, and all the natural gas in the coal.

—www.biv.com, March 28, 2017; 
Watershed Sentinel, June 2016

Ts’elxweyeqw tribe says no

Kinder Morgan
On April 22, 2017, the communities of 
Aitchelitz First Nation, Skowkale First 
Nation, Shxwhá:y Village, Soowahlie In-
dian Band, Squiala First Nation, Tzeacht-
en First Nation, Yakweakwioose First 
Nation, Skwah First Nation and Kwaw 
Kwaw Apilt First Nation voted to refuse 
to accept an agreement with Kinder Mor-
gan about the Trans Mountain pipeline 
that would go through their territory. This 
leaves the Ts’elxweyeqw Tribe free to 
participate in a judicial review of the fed-
eral government approval of the pipeline 
and tanker project. 

—www.coastprotectors.ca 
April 28, 2017

Canfor vs. caribou

Clearcut
The BC government is granting logging 
permits in critical caribou habitat, despite 
evidence that BC’s Southern Mountain 
Caribou are being driven to extinction by 
habitat loss. Canfor has obtained permits 
to log blocks W101, W102, and T121 
around the Clearwater River – all desig-
nated critical habitat for caribou. 

Canfor and its subsidiaries have donated 
a total of $884,366 to the BC Liberals 
since 2005, according to Elections BC 
and the BC Liberals. The Council of For-
est Industries, of which Canfor is a mem-
ber, has donated an additional $54,815. 

—www.desmog.ca  
April 3, 2017
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On carrots and sticks in Parliament

Know Thy Activist

by Rafe Mair

I’ve been an activist for too many years 
to count. In earlier times, I’d catch hell 
when my Establishment mother heard 
me rant on the radio, but knowing her 
love of nature, I think she was secretly 
a little proud! Do I support protesting 
Kinder Morgan and the proposed LNG 
refinery on Squamish? You betcha, on 
both counts. I’ve watched activism be-
come more acceptable to more people. 
Sadly, some activist groups have much 
to learn about the subject for which 
they claim expertise – and about ba-
sic honesty. That’s what this article is 
about.

First, let’s remind ourselves why there is 
activism. 

Merriam Webster defines activism as “a 
doctrine or practice that emphasizes di-
rect vigorous action especially in support 
of or opposition to one side of a contro-
versial issue.”

Jesus was an activist and an extremely ef-
fective one, such that it cost him his life. 
His throwing money-lenders out of the 
temple and the giant rallies he held were 
substantial threats to the elite, and, as the 

scriptures tell us, they lay in the weeds 
until they could nail this dangerous activ-
ist and put him away once and for all.

History teaches us that every single right 
that we possess came not from the gen-
erosity of the king, but by the threat of 
force, as in the case of the Magna Carta 
in 1215, or actual force as in America in 
1776 and France in 1789. 

Rights we now take for granted, such as 
the male franchise, the extended male 
franchise, the universal franchise of 
males, the partial enfranchisement of 
women, and the eventual franchise of all 
adults, coming as late as 1991 in Switzer-
land, only came by force, real or threat-
ened.

Rights of British workers were nonexis-
tent as late as the 1830s, and it was a seri-
ous offence to form groups to pressure an 
employer to alleviate the appalling con-
ditions and increase pitiful pay. In 1834, 
a group of Dorset agricultural labourers 
known as the Tolpuddle Martyrs were 
convicted of swearing a secret oath as 
members of the Friendly Society of Ag-
ricultural Labourers, even though the so-

ciety’s rules showed it was clearly struc-
tured as a friendly society and operated 
as a trade-specific benefit society. They 
were banished to Australia and their case 
became a flashpoint for a struggle for ba-
sic reforms that took 100+ years, during 
which virtually all improvement in con-
ditions and pay were gained by force or 
threat of it. 

The notion that people should run their 
country’s affairs was considered idiot-
ic until Thomas Jefferson’s July 4, 1776 
Declaration of Independence made this a 
sacred principle, yet women and slaves 
were not included, and both groups say 
to this day (with justification) that this 
hasn’t happened yet. I’m always surprised 
to hear women oppose civil disobedience 
when without it, they would not yet have 
any vote, much less an equal one with 
men. Again, basic civil rights had to be 
extracted by activism, often extreme. Op-
pression by the elite, far from going away, 
keeps emerging from stacked legislatures 
and loftily imposed under the guise of the 
“Rule Of Law.” 

Do I go too far? I think not when you con-
sider, for example, the Kinder Morgan 
pipeline. Do you recall any debate, much 
less approval by Parliament or the BC 
Legislature, of this project? How about 
the Woodfibre LNG plant? Tanker traffic 
in Howe Sound? Increased fossil fuel ex-
ports? Masses of tankers in Burrard Inlet 
and the Salish sea? Just for starters. 

Enterprises clearly not in the interests of 

“Some activist groups have much to learn about 
the subject for which they claim expertise –  
and about basic honesty.”
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those hurt by their operation are shielded 
by laws passed by the elite, supported by 
the elite, and paid for by the elite. Those 
adversely affected are powerless unless 
they disobey the laws in which they had 
no say. Our legislatures and parliament 
have the trappings of democracy but little 
more, and opposition, with nowhere else 
to go, must find other methods.

In spite of these struggles for democracy, 
a vacuum exists in our system of gov-
ernance that activist organizations have 
filled. In raising funds they declare goals 
to be met. Money being limited they must 
therefore be effective – and honest – for if 
an organization raises money through de-
ceit, deliberate or not, they’ve effectively 
stolen it from other activists that know 
their business and only state goals with a 
decent prospect of success. 

Sadly, not all achieve that reasonable 
standard.

Take, for example, Leadnow, an activist 
group into political reform. Leadnow op-
poses CETA, a proposed trade deal with 
Europe, and wants to stop it by imploring 
MPs to vote against it. 

From their pitch for funding a proposed 
ad:  With the final vote on CETA just days 
away, we need to send an urgent message 
that MPs can’t ignore. […] The [Hill 
Times is] holding space for a hard-hit-
ting CETA ad in Monday’s paper – but we 
need to raise $4753 in the next 48 hours 
to get the ad published. Can you chip in 
to get this powerful CETA ad in Monday’s 
paper? It could be the last thing MPs see 
before voting on the deal, making Liber-
als think twice about supporting it. 

This is utter deceit. Leadnow and the 
many groups using similar tactics know 
or ought know that no Liberal member 
would vote against any government bill 

no matter how sincerely they opposed it 
personally. 

To understand the way the system real-
ly works, one must know that since 1867 
only one majority government has had to 
resign. In 1873, before true party disci-
pline had evolved, Sir John A. Macdon-
ald, with a tiny majority and perceiving 
he could lose a vote over the Pacific 
Scandal, resigned. All prime ministers 
since have, through strictly enforced par-
ty discipline, kept ironclad control over 
their members. 

The method, simplicity itself and 100% 
effective, only requires some carrots and 
sticks.

The carrots? It starts with little things like 
promising to visit the MP’s constituency, 
and perhaps attend a rally; or sending the 
MP to a tropical isle for a useless conven-
tion in the middle of an Ottawa winter. 
Even better, there’s cabinet, double the 
money, a car and driver, first class travel, 
a permanent Honourable in front of his 
name, and the virtual certainty of a cushy 
job when he retires. 

Now the sticks: the PM can demote or 
fire a minister or a parliamentary assis-
tant, but if the MP votes against a PM 
in a major vote, here’s what happens, as 
Liberal MP John Nunziata in 1993 and 
Tory Bill Casey in 2007 found when they 
broke ranks. By the time the Liberal MP 
gets back to his office from his fatal vote, 
he’ll have an email from the PMO expel-

ling him from the Liberal caucus and the 
Liberal Party, meaning he can’t run under 
the Liberal banner again. In short, the po-
litical version of capital punishment.

Read that again and ask yourself if a sin-
gle Liberal MP, let alone enough of them 
to defeat CETA, is likely to throw his po-
litical career away? 

Then ask yourself, why the hell are 
groups such as Leadnow seeking my 
money to put into a newspaper’s pocket 
when it couldn’t possibly accomplish a 
damned thing? And last, ask yourself if 
there isn’t a better place for that $4,753? 
Such as left in donors’ pockets? Or with a 
group with a good enough understanding 
to use it effectively?

The only effective protection against op-
pression by the elite is an activist orga-
nization – just make sure that they know 
what they’re talking about before sending 
your cheque. 

Rafe Mair was Minister of Environment 
in the W.R. (Bill) Bennett government 
(1975-8), a Michener Award-winning, Ca-
nadian Broadcasters Hall of Fame radio 
broadcaster, and a founder and writer 
for the commonsensecanadian.ca. He has 
published 12 books.

“They ought know that no Liberal member 
would vote against any government bill no matter 

how sincerely they opposed it personally. ”
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Talking with Trees

Review by Eileen Sowerby

The Hidden Life of Trees: What They 
Feel, How They Communicate – Dis-
coveries from A Secret World, Peter 
Wohlleben. David Suzuki Institute and 
Greystone Books, www.greystone-
books.com, ISBN: 978-1-77164-248-
4. hd-cover only, $29.95. Published 
in Germany in 2016, and the English 
translation by Jane Billinghurst in 2016

The time has come for a book like The 
Hidden Life of Trees by the German for-
ester Peter Wohlleben. 

In Europe the land has been used and 
worked over for so long that there are 
probably no untouched forests left. Wohl-
leben has been caring for and observing 
a small forest near his home for many 
years. He looks at the latest scientific 
research into forests – asking new ques-
tions, breaking away from the anthropo-
centric view (aka “objectivity”), and brilliantly explaining how 
trees are like us. 

You will not look at trees in the same way after reading this 
book. Just a few examples: trees are social beings that commu-
nicate to each other when danger threatens; their life span is so 
long that they are just leaving their teens at 100; a tree plantation 
is a factory farm; many city trees act like juvenile delinquents 
because they have no mothers around. 

Humanity is in urgent need of Wohlleben’s understanding and 
depth of knowledge about trees. He goes further than Arne 
Naess’ Deep Ecology, not only asking the deeper questions, but 
involving our feelings as well. In BC, mainly because industrial 
capitalism has not been here as long as in Europe, we still have 
some mature forests left – probably with hundreds of (especially 
invertebrate) species yet to be discovered. Extinction is happen-

ing before we realize the myriad of spe-
cies’ roles in forest ecology – all of them 
dependent on trees – as in our ignorance 
and greed we continue clearcutting. 

Peter Wohlleben’s respect, understand-
ing, and love for the life forms that are 
trees is a paradigm shift in our human 
comprehension. I hope we can go with 
him and enlarge our thinking about trees 
before it’s too late. 

Eileen Sowerby is a retired physician, 
and unretired activist who lives amongst 
the trees on Quadra Island.

Paradigm shift – German forester tells how trees are like us

How trees affect us 
Review by Delores Broten

Sacred Trees, Sacred People of the Pacific Northwest, Sha-
ron McCann, 170 pages, ISBN-10: 1533135932, ISBN-13: 978-
1533135933, July 2016. Available from Amazon Books

This is a book of discovery of trees and their effect on people 
and community. These are the trees of the Pacific Northwest, 
from Luna in California to eagle trees and the Singing Forest 
in the West Kootenays. The stories are often those of the people 
who defended these trees, and whose spritiuality was shaped by 
them. 

Although non-fiction, each story of a tree reads independently.
The book develops as a journey through the learning from trees 
about our own spirit. It is a journey many of us in this region 
have shared. 

https://www.amazon.ca/Sacred-Trees-People-Pacific-Northwest/dp/1533135932
https://greystonebooks.com/products/the-hidden-life-of-trees
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Downstream
Reimagining our relationship with water

Review by Heather Menzies

Downstream: Reimagining Water, 
Dorothy Christian & Rita Wong, eds. 
Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 
ISBN #978-1-77112-213-9, 283 pp., 
$34.99 paperback.

If there is a water crisis – looming short-
ages, toxic undrinkability, dams devas-
tating habitat – it’s partly because the 
response to these distress signs has been 
pitifully inadequate. In his latest book, 
Back to the Well, award-winning author 
Marq de Villiers advocates monetizing 
water like a commodity, arguing that 
“pricing signals” are proven motivators 
for action. Downstream speaks to a dif-
ferent motivating force: a kind of con-
sciousness raising; raising a new and at 
once ancient consciousness of ourselves 
as part of water’s stream. Water, several 
of its contributors suggest, is the life-
blood of the planet and as such, sacred. 
As its pulse quickens in our watery and 
water-born bodies, it reminds of this an-
cient reality – of radical, intimate inter-
connection – and of our larger humanity.   
 
One of the ideas animating this rich and 
inspiring book is that ways of knowing 
what’s real crucially shape what is real 
and actionable. Modern, western, scien-
tific ways of knowing, through abstract, 
objectifying data sets, have yielded great 
knowledge on the water problems facing 
the planet – beautifully summarized in 
Alanna Mitchell’s short chapter here. But 
they also treat water as an object, leav-
ing the observer at a remote distance. The 
stats are always happening to someone 

else, and while they can inform, they are 
less effective in motivating response.

 This volume, which emerged out of a dia-
logue between Aboriginal and Asian-Ca-
nadian women begun at a conference in 
2012, describes and enacts a different 
way of knowing – embodied, experien-
tial, social, and intuitively poetic. 

Here, water is also a subject with which 
people have a relationship. Thus, the dis-
tance between mind and body, between 
culture and nature is bridged, and em-
pathy is free to flow across what, in the 
mind colonized by western modern ra-
tional ways of knowing, had been a great 
“othering” divide. 

Like water coursing tumultuously down 
a riverbed, the book follows its own un-
scripted course, with a wealth of concepts 
to feed the reader’s imagination. 

In Renee Elizabeth Mzinegiizhigo-kwe 
Bedard’s chapter, “Keepers of the Wa-
ter,” we learn that rapids are like the heart 
and lungs of the human body, helping 
to cleanse both the water and the land it 
covers. We also learn from her ancient 
teachings that water is a cherished “rela-
tive” calling us into a sense of family and, 
with this, a “faithfulness between human 
beings and the natural world.” In his 
chapter, “Interweaving Water,” Michael 
D. Blackstock points out that “biological 
diversity and cultural diversity have co-
evolved, are interdependent and mutually 
reinforcing.” Throughout, several of the 
women authors imply or explicitly state 
that respect (or lack of respect) for wom-
en is mirrored in society’s respect for wa-
ter and the Earth.

Embodying the book’s inter-weaving 
theme, and seemingly repudiating  the 
western tendency to treat knowledge as 
an authored  commodity, contributors to 
this volume frequently pick up on and re-
inforce each other’s points. Astrida Nei-
manis begins her chapter by quoting Rita 
Wong’s discovery that “water has a syn-
tax I am still trying to learn.” Similarly, 
in “Moving with Water,” Alannah Young 
Leon and Denise Marie Nadeau begin 
by quoting Aboriginal elder Ellen White 

https://www.wlupress.wlu.ca/Books/D/downstream
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Downstream Book Review continued

who said, “The old people always knew 
what water was and what water said and 
how to connect with it.” Encouraged to 
“work from body wisdoms,” these au-
thors go on to share many of the insights 
they’ve gained. Alannah notes that “wa-
ter and Earth are my life companions – 
they accompany my spirit force,” as she 
goes about her water advocacy work. 

In her poignant chapter, “Water Walk 
Pedagogy,” one of the founders of the 
Water Walkers water-advocacy move-
ment, Violet Caibaiosai, combines know-
ing with doing. She recounts her expe-
rience of walking the roads, carrying 
a pail of water, around first one of the 
Great Lakes and then, next year, anoth-
er, as personal memory. “I shed tears as I 
passed the numerous foster homes where 
I was placed, grateful for the many les-
sons learned in each, both positive and 
negative. The gravel of the road’s shoul-
ders bears my tears as I remembered res-
idential school days, girls running away 
from our school…. As I remember, Nibi 
(Water) again is doing her healing work, 
washing away toxic memories....” While 
the presence and movement of these 
women gains attention and active en-
gagement, she herself continues to learn. 
For her, the walk is a form of fasting, for 
water, for Nibi. “When fasting anywhere, 
we are making spiritual connection,” she 

derstand what Indigenous peoples mean 
when they talk about ‘all my relations’.”

“Downstream is a project about recon-
necting to the Earth,” she concludes, 
through “radical humility,” involving 
attentive listening “to water as a re-
sponse-ability we have always had.”

And who might join in this response? An-
other book I read while reading Down-
stream was Tom Sherwood’s Listening 
to the Echo, about Millennials’ seeming 
commonality in describing themselves 
as “spiritual but not religious.” They are 
seeking connection and spiritual connec-
tion, especially with the natural world. 
The word comes up with almost hilarious 
regularity in the young people’s com-
ments, yet equally, they describe them-
selves in radically individualized terms.  
Downstream might feed this hunger for 
connection while helping them heal the 
contradictions of isolated individualism.

Heather Menzies is the author of 10 
books, including the award-winning Re-
claiming the Commons.

writes, “opening our spirit to the knowl-
edge that is of that space.” 

The book stakes out a bold and creative 
claim to collaborative and cross-cultural 
knowing and new approaches to policy 
and action. It ends with a poetic summary 
by acclaimed writer and scholar Larissa 
Lai. She picks up on what Violet Cai-
baiosai shared, suggesting that “As she 
step-stitches herself back together, she 
also step-stiches the fragmented living 
world back together … The water walk 
heals because it is a moving relationship 
between the human body and water, me-
diated by Anishinaabe traditional under-
standings rather than any other cultural 
form.”

She draws on many specifics the various 
contributors to the book have had to say, 
including the co-editors who “remind us 
that we are…water, walking.” And she 
especially honours the gift of traditional 
Aboriginal perspectives, suggesting that 
“To understand the body of the Earth as a 
living being, as part of a self that is larger 
than the self might be [is] to begin to un-

“I shed tears as I passed the numerous foster homes where I was 
placed, grateful for the lessons learned, both positive and negative.”

https://www.mistyislesadventures.com/
https://www.modernoutpost.com/
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Solar 101 Part 2
Residential solar, on and off-grid

by Graham Morfitt

In the last issue we examined 
solar modules and utility mains. 
Now we look at residential solar 
power, from both grid-tied and 
off-grid perspectives.

Grid-tie solar 

“Net metering” programs are avail-
able in all provinces, creating the 
ability to connect your solar system 
to the utility and thereby reduce 
your monthly electricity bills dra-

matically. A primary difference between grid-tie and off-grid 
systems is the lack of need for batteries.  It is not necessary to 
store power when you have the utility as back-up at any time.  
Grid-tie design starts with a look at your utility bills, your roof, 
your budget, and your self-sufficiency goals.

Your solar modules generate DC power which is handed to a 
specialized AC inverter that conditions it to match your utility 
power. Many design configurations are available depending on 
your roof geometry, shading issues, and plans for future expan-
sion. Most of these grid-tie AC inverters offer web-based mon-
itoring systems, letting you see how your system is performing 
right down to the individual solar module level. A consequence 
of this open flow of electricity is that if the utility power fails, a 
grid-tied system must also stop exporting power in order to pro-
tect line workers. But there are methods for integrating a small 
back-up battery bank, or generator, so your lights can remain on 
during blackouts.

It is easy to begin with a small 2-3 kilowatt (kW) system (8-12 
modules) that can offset up to 30 per cent of your home’s con-
sumption, and leave room in the design for future expansion. 
Depending on labour and permit costs, grid-tie can be as low 
as $3-4 per watt. By offsetting the purchase of power from your 
utility, it is possible for your system pay for itself within 15-20 
years, with investment rate of return calculations in the 3-5 per 

cent range. Your investment is secure with solar module lifes-
pans in excess of 40 years, a resulting increase in your home’s 
market value, and an expected doubling of utility rates every 
10 years. What other home improvement actually increases in 
value over time?

Off-grid solar

Designing an off-grid system involves a comprehensive look 
at what power you consume, and what system performance is 
required to match it, using a balance sheet approach. The per-
formance of solar modules is evaluated for the worst-weather 
months at your specific location. A battery bank will provide 
a power reservoir to manage the ebb and flow of weather over 
several days. This ensures that what is generated and stored will 
meet your needs at the very worst of times. 

Your solar modules connect to the battery bank through a charge 
controller that manages incoming power. The latest MPPT 
(Maximum Power Point Tracking) controllers are the standard 
for most systems. They are able to harvest more power from 
your solar array by adjusting the battery charging parameters 
according to battery, panel, and environmental conditions. The 
battery stores the power for delivery to appliances, either as DC 
power (such as 12V appliances for cars), or through an inverter 
producing 120V AC power for standard household appliances. 
Your home is wired to code downstream from the inverter.

Systems range in size from a few watts for small lighting proj-
ects to full-time home systems. Expect to spend $5-6 per watt. 
The cost-benefit of off-grid is usually a simple comparison 
against the cost of a diesel generator and fuel. Considering the 
goals of off-grid living, choosing solar over diesel is usually an 
easy decision.

Graham Morfitt has been providing solar power solutions for 
backpacks & residences for over 18 years. His company, Modern 
Outpost, is based in the Comox Valley
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Food News 

Stunted plants, reduced yield

GM Rice Fail
A new study reports unintended effects 
in GM golden rice, which is engineered 
to produce precursors of vitamin A called 
carotenoids. The golden rice project pur-
ports to save people in the third world 
from nutritional deficiencies. 

Crossing the GM rice with the Indian va-
riety Swarna, a step necessary for com-
mercialization, led to plants that were 
stunted, showed extensive abnormalities 
in their growth, and had reduced grain 
yield. The new gene constructs interfered 
with the plant’s own gene for producing 
growth hormones. Also, the additional 
gene constructs were not active, as in-
tended, solely in the kernels, but also in 
the leaves, which led to a reduction in 
chlorophyll.

—www.theecologist.org
  March 1, 2017

Micro-grids boost fortunes 

Solar in Kenya
British-based charity Renewable World 
has joined forces with community groups 
and a private company to set up solar mi-
cro-grids in Kenya. Fishing cooperatives 
near Lake Victoria received a grant for so-
lar freezers to chill their catch rather than 
smoking it, which makes the fish more 
chewy and harder to sell. The fishermen 
have also cut costs by three quarters by 
using rechargeable solar lamps instead of 
kerosene during night time fishing. 

Users are charged by the hour as part of 
a pay-as-you go system for off-grid elec-
tricity that is popular across Kenya and 
many other countries in sub-Saharan Af-
rica. Each grid has a smart meter connect-
ed to cell phones for payments.

—www.af.reuters.com 
April 4, 2017

Progress against Neonics

Win for Bees
A federal judge in California has ruled that 
the Environmental Protection Agency vio-
lated the Endangered Species Act when it 
failed to consult with the Fish and Wild-
life Service (FWS) or the National Marine 
Fisheries Service (NMFS) before approv-
ing dozens of neonicotinoid insecticides. 

Rather than ordering the EPA to con-
sult with the FWS or NMFS, the judge 
ordered the parties, including EPA and 
Bayer CropScience, to schedule a settle-
ment conference. If settlement talks fail, 
the parties will have to address in court 
what the next step will be.

—www.agweek.com 
May 10, 2017

FN rehabs century-dead salmon 

Prodigal Fish
The first of some 5,000 sockeye were re-
leased to the Coquitlam River in a special 
ceremony led by the Kwikwetlem First 
Nation on April 20, 2017. This is likely 
the largest release of Coquitlam sockeye 
in over 100 years, since the Coquitlam 
Dam was reconstructed in 1913 without 
provisions for fish passage.

During dam upgrades in 2008 and 2009, 
adult sockeye were discovered in the 
DFO salmon trap at the base of the dam. 
DNA tests determined that most of these 
fish were survivors of the “eliminated” 
sockeye stock. April’s salmon release 
ceremony was an important step in the 
Kwikwetlem Salmon Restoration Pro-
gram, and was an especially meaningful 
day for the Kwikwetlem First Nation, 
whose name translates as “red fish up the 
river.”

—www.watershed-watch.org
April 21, 2017

World’s first GM fish factory in PEI

GM Salmon?
An application to the Prince Edward Is-
land government from biotechnology 
company AquaBounty reveals the com-
pany’s intention to raise genetically mod-
ified Atlantic salmon in PEI. If approved, 
this would be the world’s first GM fish 
factory.

AquaBounty purchased an aquaculture 
facility in Rollo Bay, PEI in 2016. The 
company’s 2016 Environmental Impact 
Statement (EIS) stated it would not pro-
duce GM fish at the site, but their current 
amended EIS seeks permission to con-
struct new large-capacity buildings in 
order to produce 250 metric tons of GM 
Atlantic salmon each year.

—www.cban.ca
April 26, 2017

“Roundup” in 30% of tested foods

Glyphosate 
The Canadian Food Inspection Agency 
has found traces of the controversial her-
bicide glyphosate in nearly 30 per cent of 
about 3,200 food products it tested, and 
residue levels above the acceptable limits 
in 1.3 per cent of the samples. Glypho-
sate is the key ingredient in the herbicide 
Roundup and is the most widely-sold 
pesticide ingredient in Canada. 

—www.cbc.ca 
April 13, 2017
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These generous sustainers are the people power who help us 
provide you with an independent voice for the environment, 

activism, and social justice. We depend on them. 

Thank You

Stars ($500 and over annual donation)
Jacqueline Ainsworth, Fanny Bay BC • Ralph & 
Lannie Keller, Read Island BC • Robert Mathews, 
Chase BC • Mel McDonald, Victoria BC • Peter 
Johnston & Sue Wheeler, Lasqueti Island BC   

Friends ($200 - $499 annual donation)
Gordon Albright, Toronto ON • Barnard-Boecker 
Centre Foundation, Victoria BC • Jim Bradshaw, 
Maple Ridge BC • John & Sharon Cashore, Co-
quitlam BC • Linda Cheu, Courtenay BC • Bar-
bara Holmberg, Edgewood BC • John & Cathie 
Howard, Hornby Island BC • Marlene Johnston, 
Kaslo BC • Susan Steffner & John Kristensen, Wha-
letown BC • Juliette & Rick Laing, Salt Spring Is-
land BC • Paul MacGillvray, Mission BC • David 
Moulton, New Westminster BC • Susan & Doc 
Paynter, Salt Spring Island BC • David Pinel, Cour-
tenay BC • Colin Rankin, Whistler BC • Murray 
Rankin, Victoria BC • Helen Lee & Michael Redi-
can, Quathiaski Cove BC • Paul Sanborn, Prince 
George BC • Penny Sanger, Ottawa ON • Olga 
Schwartzkoff, Vancouver BC • John Shirley, Wat-
ford ON • Lois Sutherland, Victoria BC • Shelia 
White, Summerland BC • Jim Whitworth, Ucluelet 
BC • Dr. K. J. Williams, Victoria BC • Ray Woolam, 
Duncan BC • John & Betty Zaikow, Powell River 
BC 

Patrons ($100 - $199 annual donation)
Andrea Carol Anderson, Campbell River BC • 
Robert Bach, Barriere BC • Valerie Barnes-Con-
nell, La Ronge SK • Rosemary & John Baxter, 
Courtenay BC • Andrew & Catherine Black, 
Comox BC • Melanie Boulding, Nanaimo BC • 
Peter Broomhall & Sherry Loof, Vancouver BC • 
Gillian and John Campbell, Saltspring Island BC 
• Michael Cooke, Saltspring Island BC • Renate 
Kroesa & John Dafoe, Halfmoon Bay BC • Anic-
ca de Trey, Comox BC • Ursula DeShield, Galia-
no Island BC • Rick Dobson, Cumberland BC • 
Susan Clarke & Alan Dolan, Metchosin BC • G. 
B. Dryvynsyde, San Francisco CA • Nick Dudink, 
Nanaimo BC • Alan & Christina Eastwood, North 
Saanich, BC • Lyn Farquharson, Campbell Riv-
er BC • Elizabeth Ferris, Vancouver BC • Alison 
Fitzgerald, Gabriola Island BC • Susan & Harold 
Fletcher, Sechelt BC • Harvey Gee, Coldstream 
BC • Karl Goodwin, Denman Island BC • Alison 
Graves, Nanaimo BC • Janet & Steve Gray, Vic-
toria BC • Denny Grisdale, Port Alberni BC • Bill 

& Pat Halliday, Comox BC • Chris Hilliar, Courte-
nay BC • Barb Hourston, Nanaimo BC • David 
Huntley, Burnaby BC • Karen Hurley, Victoria BC 
• Vicky Husband, Victoria BC • Stuart Isto, Powell 
River BC • Joy Jeffries, Hornby Island BC • Paul 
& M. Knepperges, Powell River BC • James & El-
len Leslie, Hornby Island BC • Ben Livant, Victoria 
BC • Hannah & Robert Main, Powell River BC • 
Lillian Martin, Harrison Hotsprings BC • Heather 
McLean & Lisa Pierce, Denman Island BC • Dave 
McCandless, Aldergrove BC • Fred McMechan, 
Williams Lake BC • Mary Mitchell, Squamish BC • 
Gail & David Morton, Port Alberni BC • Glen Mor-
ton, Halifax NS • May Murray, North Vancouver 
BC • Peter Ommundsen, Salt Spring Island BC • 
Maggie Paquet, Port Alberni BC • Jim Pasnak, Ed-
monton AB • Judith Plant, Gabriola Island, BC • 
Victor Prochaska, Vancouver BC • Joyce & John 
Prothero, Saltspring Island BC • Nina Raginsky, 
Salt Spring Island BC • Mary Richardson, Atha-
basca AB • Mary Richardson, Saltspring Island 
BC • Peter Rowlands, Newmarket ON • June Ry-
der, Vancouver BC • Sierra Club Quadra Group, 
Quadra Island BC •  Margaret Sigurgeirson, Horn-
by Island BC • Helen Spiegelman, Vancouver BC 
• David & Maria Squance, Victoria BC • Keiko & 
Allan Stewart, Hagensborg BC • Robert Thomp-
son, Vancouver BC • Ellen Tolson, Rock Creek BC 
• Lorna Visser & Wayne McCrory, New Denver BC 
• Shivon Robinsong & Bill Weaver, Victoria BC • 
Renate Weigel, Duncan BC • James Wentworth, 
Kamloops BC • Richard White, Christina Lake 
BC • Jim Windsor, Qualicum Beach BC • Eileen 
Wttewaall, Salt Spring Island BC • Ernie Yacub, 
Courtenay BC 

Sustainers ($50 - $99 annual donation)
Mike & Arlene Bell, Comox BC • Michael Beulah, 
Summerland BC • Suzanne Blair, London ON • 
Hermann Bruns, Mara BC • Ian Button, Denman 
Island BC • Jane Carson, Comox BC • Michele &  
Doug Catley, Nanaimo BC • Hugh Cotton, Van-
couver BC • Guy Dauncey, Ladysmith BC • Silvia 
di Blasio, Surrey BC • John Dickin, Madeira Park 
BC • Mary Gavan, Vancouver BC • Sally Gellard 
& Tina Filipino, Courtenay BC • David & Bridget 
Gillespie, Telkwa BC • Elain Golds, Port Moody 
BC • Colin Gray, Vancouver BC • David Grigg, 
Vancouver BC • Anne Grube, Kamloops BC • 
Phil Haight, Dawson Creek BC • Wendy & Hubert 
Havelaar, Whaletown BC • Pierre Hiemstra, Smith-
ers BC • Heidi Juergens, West Vancouver BC • 

Marilyn Kan, Victoria BC • Alice Kidd, Lillooet BC 
• Wal & Ester Kneifel, Vancouver BC • Bob Lane, 
Vancouver BC • Edmund Livingston, Vancou-
ver BC • George Logan, Victoria BC • Dorothy 
and Des McIntosh, Santa Barbara, CA • Pam & 
Don Munroe, Courtenay BC • James Musgrove, 
Vancouver BC • Denise Nadeau, Courtenay BC 
• Kevin Neish, Victoria BC • Chark Nipp, Victoria 
BC • E. Novasel, Vancouver BC • Stefan Och-
man, Bamfield BC • Tom Pater, Courtenay BC • 
Bob Peart, North Saanich BC • Jo Phillips, Sooke 
BC • Wendy Prothero, Comox BC • Dona Reel, 
Gibsons BC • Brian Holgate & Carles Roch-Cunill, 
Salt Spring Island BC • Norberto Rodriguez dela 
Vega, Penticton BC • Michael Rooksby, Victoria 
BC • Harriet Rueggeberg, Lanzville BC • Joan 
Russow, Victoria BC • Linda Safford, Cumberland 
BC • SaltSpring Seeds, Salt Spring Island BC • Su-
zanne Sarioglu, Thetis Island BC • Barbara Scott, 
Victoria BC • Gillian Seaton, Jasper AB • Gail 
Shepherd, Vancouver BC • Daniel Siegel, Horn-
by Island BC • Jan Slakov, Salt Spring Island, BC 
• Dr. Bill Smith, Port Wade, Nova Scotia • Ronni 
Solbert, Randolph Vermont • Larry Sorken, Cour-
tenay BC • Anna Tilman, Aurora ON • Marjorie 
Urquhart, Fanny Bay BC • Peter & Robin Walford, 
Hornby Island BC • Deb Weiers, Red Deer AB • 
Patti Wheeldon, Courtenay BC • James Wilson, 
West Vancouver BC • Manfred Winter, Bowser 
BC • Eleanor & Van Wright/Andruss, Lillooet BC  • 
Susan Yoshihara, Denman Island BC 

A big Thank You to all those listed, to our monthly 
donors, the bundle donors, those who wish to re-
main anonymous, and the many who add a little 
extra to their subscription.

Friends of Cortes Island sponsors public educa-
tion features about sustainable living for Georgia 
Strait and the Islands. To receive a tax receipt, for 
your donation ONLY, make your donation to FOCI 
and mail to:

 Watershed Sentinel, 
 P.O. Box 1270, Comox BC 
 Canada V9M 7Z8
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Compost
Copy the forest – set up your compost in the backyard

by Joyce McMenamon 

A wild forest has zero waste: all debris is cycled through a 
perpetual web of life. This is an inspiring model of what or-
ganics recycling can be. We can emulate this with backyard 
composting. 

In a scramble to reduce landfill volume, many municipalities are 
initiating curbside pickup for organics. Although this is an im-
provement over landfilling, with its resulting methane produc-
tion, curbside pickup is a far cry from putting organic material 
directly back into the soil. 

One of the best studies that demonstrates the value of backyard 
composting was prepared by the North Shore Recycling Pro-
gram in 2015. “Backyard Composting Undervalued” used both 
primary and secondary research and came to some startling ob-
servations. “Over the last five years on the North Shore, we have 
invested approximately $16,100 in bin subsidies and backyard 
composting has resulted in avoided tipping fees (only) of ap-
proximately $3,500,000.” Wow, what a phenomenal return on 
investment for a municipality! 

According to their research, about two-thirds of households use 
some form of composting, saving about 500 kg per person an-
nually of material to the landfill. “Without backyard compost-
ing, North Shore municipalities would require an additional 
1,500 truck trips to the transfer station, for which they would be 
charged $874,227 in tipping fees each year.”  

Backyard composting is easy although sometimes misunder-
stood and, unfortunately, rarely taught in schools. Compost is 
simply the natural process of organic material breaking down 
through digestion by microbes, worms and a myriad assortment 
of soil creatures. The rich black humus that is created is the ideal 
nutrients for plants. 

To make compost, set up a compost bin in a convenient location, 
usually close to the kitchen, and ideally on a raised bed. Add 
kitchen scraps including fruit, veggies, coffee grounds, used pa-
per towel, etc. Do not add meat, fish or other animal attractants 

unless you are using a rat-proof composter such as the Speed-
ibin. As you add that high nitrogen material from the kitchen, 
balance it with high carbon material such as leaves, wood chips 
and sticks, or shredded paper. Toss in a shovel full of soil every 
couple of inches to add microbes and grit for the worm’s diges-
tive system. You can mix in yard waste, such as grass clippings, 
weeds not gone to seed, pruning clippings, etc.  

Do not add pet poop (it can house unhealthy bacteria or para-
sites), BBQ ashes, invasive plants or non-biodegradable materi-
al. Keep the compost damp as the microbes and worms need the 
moisture. Worms actually breathe through their skin. 

In a few weeks or months depending on the microbial activity, 
rich dark compost will build up. This can be scooped and spread 
to enrich veggies, shrubs, trees, even lawn. 

Here are my top four reasons why backyard composting is more 
logical than large scale composting:
1. You don’t have big diesel trucks rumbling through neigh-

bourhoods.
2. It doesn’t require large tracks of land for processing.
3. It costs less. 
4. Best of all, you get nutritive compost for your garden and 

you know what’s in it.

Of course large scale composting is better than taking valuable 
organic material to a landfill where it produces methane. But the 
ideal for the planet and pocketbook is composting right where 
the material is produced. If municipalities invested in backyard 
compost education instead of curbside pickup, it would help 
budgets, reduce landfill needs and feed gardens. 

Like a forest floor, life is regenerated from waste. Let’s learn 
from the trees!  

Joyce McMenamon lives in Merville, BC and is the owner of 
Speedibin, the metal composter that keeps out rats, as well as 
an enthusiastic food gardener. 

http://speedibin.com/
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Youth Perspective
Have faith in us, ask for our opinions

by Celesta Buchanan 

Young people care deeply about the environmental crisis, but 
are often left out of local efforts and decision making. It is vi-
tally important for us to be able to stand up and fight for what 
is ours. Our future is under attack; its fate is dependent on the 
decisions being made right now.

We were born into this world, left having to clean up this mess. 
Yes, we are angry; yes, we are scared, but more than that we are 
ready to help and we are inspired to be a part of the solution. 

So if the youth are so motivated why is it we are not often pres-
ent in environmental organizations and efforts? The gaping dis-
connect between youth and community leaders hinders us. It is 
impossible for young people to become involved if they do not 
know the organizations or how to contact them. However, it is 
not usually because these groups don’t want youth to help, but 
more so because they do not know how to reach us.

Recruiting young people is not as difficult as some may believe. 
We are motivated by our fears and hopes for the future. We also 
have a selfish ultimatum to collect volunteer hours as they are 
required for graduation and they are essential for post-second-
ary applications. If the opportunities are advertised to us we 
will take part. It is possible to advertise volunteer opportunities 
through the career centers at the local high schools. Students 
will be notified through announcements and given further infor-
mation if interested. This reaches out to a large number of youth 
all at once. 

There are numerous ways to do this online as well. The sim-
plest is to have updated and interesting social media pages. It’s 
great if youth can see pictures from your group and read about 
opportunities there as well. Instagram and Facebook are great 
for this. Another option would be to have a website with a page 
dedicated to advertising youth volunteer opportunities. The link 
for this could be placed on posters, social media pages and in 
school announcements. It is important for youth to know about 
these organizations and that they are accessible.

It is very important that youth volunteers feel valued and that 
we are able to contribute our ideas to the cause. While help-
ing out with events and projects is fun and rewarding, we have 
ideas and skills to contribute as well. These enthusiastic youth 
ambassadors want to make a difference and should be given the 
opportunities to do so. 

Have faith in us, invite us to meetings and ask for our opinions. 
After all it is the future we are fighting for and “the children are 
our future.” We deserve to hear these discussions and to have a 
voice in these efforts.

The environmental crisis affects young people immensely, we 
care about our planet and we want to take action before it’s too 
late. We must bridge this gap between environmental organi-
zations and inspired youth so that we can be a part of the solu-
tion. The time and effort spent acquiring youth involvement will 
be worth it, as we will continue to contribute our passion, hard 
work and ideas for years to come.

Celesta Buchanan attends Mark Isfeld Secondary School in Cour-
tenay BC, where she initiated and currently leads the Environ-
ment Club. The members are Iu Vilaseca Juan, Alyssa Erikson, 
Amelia Candy, Natalie Muir, Kamryn McMillan, Sidney Brown, 
Jillian Stelfox, Anya Boisvert, and Celesta Buchanan.

“We are motivated by 
our fears and hopes 

for the future.”
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Wild Times A change in the air

by Joe Foy

Political change is coming at us all so 
fast right now in BC that by the time this 
article is published, we may be living in 
a very different province from the one I 
now sit in as I write this. 

I don’t know if the BC Greens and NDP 
will form a coalition government – but 
not long from now that may well have 
happened.

In this thin crack in time, where nothing 
is known for sure and anything might be 
possible, hope grows for a better future. 
I can almost feel the universe changing 
around me. 

Where once a massive oil spill in the Sal-
ish Sea seemed inevitable, now it looks 
likely that a new Green-NDP government 
working hand in hand with its citizens 
will stop Kinder Morgan’s Trans Moun-
tain oil pipeline dead in its tracks.  

For my entire life I have lived around the 
Salish Sea. I have trolled for coho salm-
on beside kelp forests bobbing in the first 
light of sunrise off Quadra Island. I have 
stalked Dungeness crabs with a forked 
stick off Crescent Beach. I’ve feasted on 
delicious Fanny Bay oysters and recall 
with joy the thousands of hours spent 
swimming at Tsawwassen, White Rock 
and Qualicum Beach – or just sitting on 
a log in the sunshine and breathing in the 
sea air. All these special memories are 
shared with friends and family. And of 
course I hope that my grandkids can have 
equally wonderful Salish Sea memories 
as they journey through their lives.

Both the NDP and Greens have said they 
oppose Kinder Morgan’s pipe dream – so 

today, I am happily imagining the day 
that the pipeline goes away – for good.   

Back in 1954 when I was born, my fami-
ly were farmers in Langley. In the 1970s 
when the Agricultural Land Reserve was 
brought into law, I thought it was a very 
good piece of forward-looking legislation 
to preserve BC’s precious food lands. I 
still do. 

So I was horrified when the BC govern-
ment approved the Site C dam project 
and work started to flood the largest area 
of farmland ever removed from the Ag-
ricultural Land Reserve. But now with 
a potential Green-NDP coalition, I find 
it possible to hope that the terrible Site 
C dam project can be brought tumbling 
down.

Times are tough in the Peace River Val-
ley, where the spectre of Site C flooding 
is the stuff of farm family nightmares, 
up and down the river. The Boon family 
were told that they had to be out of their 
third-generation farmhouse by the begin-
ning of June. Recently, they were granted 
a 30-day extension.

Both NDP and Green statements on the 
Site C dam have given the Boons and the 
rest of us reason to hope that the $9 bil-
lion useless waste of taxpayer dollars will 
be scrapped.

All over BC others are holding on too – 
barely. Driven to the brink of extinction 
by out-of-control logging practices, spot-
ted owls, marbled murrelet, and mountain 
caribou numbers have fallen to danger-
ously low levels. Grizzly bears, wolves, 
and cougars are hunted down and killed 
for the fun of it – even in parks.

But both the Greens and NDP have prom-
ised a provincial endangered species law 
and an end to the trophy hunting of griz-
zly bears. 

The future is so close I can almost reach 
out and touch it. All I know for sure right 
now though is that a change is in the air 
and I am feeling hopeful.

Joe Foy is the national campaign director 
for the Wilderness Committee, Canada’s 
largest membership-based wilderness 
preservation organization.
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Nestlé Update  

by Donna McGaw

Joyce Nelson’s article about Site C dam and bulk water export is 
chilling! 

A year ago I wrote an article for the Sentinel about Nestlé’s insatiable 
thirst for water. Nestlé currently has bottling plants in Hope, BC and 
Aberfoyle, Ontario. They may draw 4.7 million litres a day in On-
tario’s Wellington County. Another well near Elora will take another 
1.6 million litres daily. More water gone and more plastic garbage 
created! Nestlé also has a well in Hillsburg/Erin where the local gov-
ernment will accept a “voluntary levy” from Nestlé.

Ontario has put a two-year moratorium on new bottling permits (until 
January 2019) and has tightened regulations. A proposal to charge 
more for permits is planned. Unfortunately, these new regulations 
will not stop the loss of water. 

Save Our Water and the Wellington Water Watchers continue to 
sound the alarm about public water falling into for-profit hands. 

PEI has a ban on water leaving the province – an interesting approach 
to preserving our watersheds. Protecting our water from bottled and 
bulk export is the challenge that must be met, and soon!

Donna McCaw is a water activist in Elora, Ontario
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