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At the ’Shed
It Just Gets Better: Happy to welcome Sarah James on board to help us out with 
illustrations, art, and social media. We’ve worked together before and this makes our 
team feel complete. Thank you to the donors and subscribers who make this possible. 
Move2Electric! See you May 18th at the Comox Valley Sportsplex on Vanier Drive 
in Courtenay for a show of all transportation electric – cars, scooters, bikes, and yes, 
even a solar canoe! 10 AM to 4PM, with speakers, displays, information on costs, an 
owners’ panel to answer questions, and more. Satisfy your curiosity.  When you want your message to reach 
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Extraction Inaction
“When in danger or in doubt, run in circles, scream and shout.” That jingle from 
my childhood seems to describe mass human behaviour these days, as we face multi-
ple crises with fear, confusion, and the usual racism. Can’t have a good crisis without 
picking on The Other, and stealing their land.
But we have run this script so many times throughout our brief recorded history. It’s 
definitely time to change the channel.
A UN report released March 12 had my eyes popping. I knew things were accelerating, 
but this is stunning:
• Natural resource use has tripled since the 1970s, and continues to grow. This in-

cludes a fivefold increase in the use of non-metallic minerals, and a 45% increase 
in fossil fuel use. 

• Since the 1970s, global population has doubled and global Gross Domestic Prod-
uct has grown fourfold.

• Over 90% of biodiversity loss and water stress are caused by resource extraction 
and processing.

• Between 2000 and 2015, five years, the climate change and health impacts from 
extraction and metal production doubled.

Infinite growth in a finite environment for a species and its extraction is impossible. 
Let’s imagine the alternatives together.  

—Delores Broten, Comox, BC, March 2019

Read the 2019 Global Resources Outlook at 
www.resourcepanel.org/reports/global-resources-outlook

Editorial
Delores Broten

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

Sentinel

Watershed Sentinel Educational Society 
Annual General Meeting, 2019 

April 13, 3-5 PM Comox BC
FMI: editor@watershedsentinel.ca,  250-339-6117 

All society members welcome to attend.  
Contact us for details or to become a member!
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International News

BPA

No Receipt
Handling thermal paper receipts ex-
poses cashiers to significant levels of hor-
mone-disrupting biphenol A (BPA) and 
biphenol S (BPS), an experiment by the 
Ontario-based Environmental Defence 
found. A 114 times spike in BPA and 
BPS levels was detected in one partici-
pant who used hand sanitizer (which in-
creases absorption of the chemicals) and 
touched the receipts for a period equal to 
a cashier’s daily exposure. Receipts con-
taining BPA are banned in Europe.

—Environmental Defence press release
February 7, 2019

‘Extinct’ tortoise found

Tardy Tortoise
A Fernandina giant tortoise, thought 
extinct for over a century, was found (ap-
propriately) on the island of Fernandina 
in the Galapagos Islands. The tortoise is 
believed to be about 100 years old. Giant 
tortoise numbers were decimated by early 
sailors who hunted them for their meat, 
and by invasive rats, pigs, and dogs, 
which ate their eggs.

—www.phys.org
February 21, 2019

Arctic warming locked-in

Ice-Free Ocean
Winter temperatures in the Arc-
tic will rise 3-5°C by 2050 and 5-9°C 
by 2080, even if global emissions are 
brought in line with Paris Agreement tar-
gets, according to a new UN report. The 
report predicts that at current emissions 
rates, the Arctic ocean will be ice-free in 

summer by the 2030s. Arctic permafrost 
is also expected to shrink by nearly half, 
even if Paris targets are met, releasing 
carbon dioxide and methane that will has-
ten further climate change.

—UN press release
March 13, 2019

Extraction causes half of emissions

Too Much
Extraction of materials, fuel and food 
drives half of global carbon emissions, 
and more than 90% of biodiversity loss. 
This according to a sweeping inventory 
of mining and farming by the UN. The 
report found resources are being extract-
ed three times faster than in the 1970s. 
The world now consumes over 92 bil-
lion tonnes of materials every year, with 
this figure expected to grow 3.2% yearly. 
The inventory includes biomass (mostly 
food), metals, fossil fuels, and minerals.

—www.theguardian.com
March 12, 2019

Norwegian fund to drop O&G

$40B Out 
The Norwegian Sovereign Wealth 
Fund has recommended Norway divest 
all of the fund’s $40 billion from fossil 
fuel exploration and production compa-
nies. Finance Minister Siv Jenson said 
the recommendation is aimed at avoiding 
the risk of “permanent oil price decline.” 
Climate advocates expect the move to 
send a shockwave through the global oil 
and gas industry, where assets are becom-
ing increasingly risky and morally unten-
able. The fund is the largest publicly held 
investment in the world. 

—www.commondreams.org
March 8, 2019

Chilean farmers to clean seabed

Seabed Scrub
Lawmakers in Chile approved a pro-
gram requiring salmon farmers remove 
organic and inorganic waste from the sea-
floor beneath salmon farms. Non-com-
pliant farmers could be hit with a two 
year suspension. Another proposal in the 
works would require salmon farmers give 
3% of their profits to research studying 
the impact of their operations on the eco-
system. 

—www.salmonbusiness.com
January 14, 2019

Coal power on the ropes in Japan

Rising Sun
Japanese investors are looking to 
back large-scale renewable energy proj-
ects across Asia, just as Japanese banks 
are walking away from coal power in-
vestments. Three-quarters of the coal 
projects under consideration in Japan in 
2015 are now unlikely to proceed, with 
demand for coal power being drowned-
out by nuclear restarts and renewable en-
ergy. Kimiko Hirata, director of the Japa-
nese climate action group Kiko Network, 
said the shift in attitudes by big players 
in the Japanese business world is clear. 
Across Japan, 13 offshore wind projects 
worth US$25 billion now await environ-
mental impact assessments. 

—www.theguardian.com
March 18, 2019
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Letters
Call it a Crisis
I see that most journos (looking at alt 
media only) prefer the phrase “climate 
change” to “climate crisis” or some such 
term. If it’s a genuine crisis, what capi-
talism is doing to our environment, then I 
think that we should refer to “climate cri-
sis” when that’s what we’re talking about.

—Rick Battams, Toronto, ON

Independent Power Producers > 
Site C
Two decades ago, I listened to Chief Ju-
dith Sayers at the Site C Summit Inquiry, 
explaining that 125 First Nations in BC 
were Independent Power Producers, and 
nearly half of those projects involved 
clean renewable energy. Independent 
Power Producers was an $8.6 billion in-
dustry in BC. The NDP cancelled it. Say-
ers said BC Hydro and the NDP knew 
this, and went ahead with Site C anyway 
– denying First Nations the economic de-
velopment of these projects.  

—Hildegard Bechler, Cyberspace

Roe Row
Well, they opened the “Herring Roe Fish-
ery” again – the last remaining major 
spawn on our pacific coast. Nearly ev-
ery other species of fish rely on herring 
as their food source, and the fishery kills 
herring just before they reproduce, for the 
eggs they carry. Humans have upset the 
natural balance of the marine environ-
ment with destructive commercial fishing 
practices. We must rebuild it before a to-
tal collapse, and construction starts with 
the foundation – Herring!

—Bill Lane, Royston, BC

Fishery Double Standard
I am a third-generation Japanese-Ca-
nadian commercial fisherman living in 
Ucluelet. In 1942 the Canadian govern-
ment took my family’s livelihood, and it 
was years before they apologized. Now 
they are doing it again. This coming year 
the entire commercial troll fishery will 
be allowed only 8,500 Chinook salmon 
to catch, while the recreational fishery is 
allowed 50,000 fish. In 2008, the Govern-
ment of Canada signed the Pacific Salm-
on treaty with the US, which reduced 
only the commercial troll share, leaving 
the recreational share untouched. The Ca-
nadian government received $30 million 
from the US. We asked that the money be 
used for compensation, but instead the 
government tried to buy-out the commer-
cial troll fleet, at bargain basement prices. 
Ten years later there is still $17 million 
of that money left, and we have lost $30 
million in revenue during that time. That 
money would be a start at compensation, 
but the government refuses to talk. Is my 
family, for the second time, to wait years 
for our government to address an injus-
tice?

—Doug Kimoto, Ucluelet, BC

Boundary Logging Unchanged
Grand Forks suffered catastrophic flood-
ing in 2018, the second flood in a row. 
There is evidence that clearcut logging 
was a key contributing factor. The log-
ging industry has not taken any respon-
sibility, nor slowed their activities. The 
same annual allowable cuts were award-
ed again. 

It is the duty of extractive industries to 
protect citizens from harm, and the res-
idents of Grand Forks and the Boundary 
region should not have to protect them-
selves from mismanagement. The resi-
dents of the Boundary region remain at 
the mercy of a nebulous industry with no 
credible degree of accountability. 

—Angelica Herlihy, Grand Forks, BC

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 

Personal Carbon Cap
Every person on the planet has a carbon footprint, and we are going to have to ration 
that carbon with a Personal Carbon Cap, or PCC. I suggest a respected scientific body 
such as NASA or NOAA calculate the PCC. Just like a speed limit on the highway, ev-
eryone will have to obey that number. Who knows, the number might be large enough 
to take that trip to Hawaii, but only if you skip the dairy and the meat, and maybe put 
up solar panels to heat and power the house – but that number gets smaller and smaller, 
the longer we wait.

—Fred Fern, Merville, BC
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Canadian Shorts

Pay-for-papers revealed

Bayer-Monsanto 
Internal Monsanto documents reveal 
communications between the compa-
ny and a Canadian firm hired to recruit 
scientists to publish glyphosate-friendly 
studies. Five such studies were subse-
quently written, published, and later cited 
in Health Canada’s defence of its 2017 
decision to re-approve the use of glypho-
sate until 2032. The authors of the papers 
all later signed a correction stating Mon-
santo reviewed early and final drafts of 
their papers, and some authors admitted 
Monsanto edited passages. Health Cana-
da has no plans to review their decision. 

—www.cbc.ca
March 12, 2019

Three-quarters want shift

BC Loves EVs
A new poll commissioned by Clean En-
ergy Canada finds British Columbians 
lead the country in wanting more electric 
vehicles on the road. Nationally, 64% of 
people polled said they would prefer elec-
tric cars overtake gasoline-powered cars 
in the future. In BC, that number jumps 
to 74%; in Alberta it slides to 51%. Asked 
how much time was needed for electric 
vehicles to dominate, 71% of Canadians 
polled thought it would take under 15 
years, including 56% who said the shift 
will happen in under a decade.

—www.cleanenergycanada.org
March 14, 2019

Cutblocks over caribou

Extinction Plan?
314 cutblocks totaling 16,000 hectares 
have been approved by the BC govern-
ment in the past five months, in areas 
critical to the southern mountain caribou 
herds. At the same time, the province has 
been negotiating plans to protect the crit-
ically endangered species. Over half the 
surviving caribou herds are at risk of ex-
tinction, and a dozen herds now have few-
er than 25 animals. Observers are calling 
on the federal government to overrule the 
province and deny logging permits. 

—www.thenarwhal.ca
March 14, 2019

Feds shepherd NS gas project

Salt the River
To move forward a stalled-out nat-
ural gas project, the federal government 
announced it will make new rules to reg-
ulate the planned discharge of brine into 
a Nova Scotia river estuary. Alton Gas 
has plans to pump 10,000 cubic meters 
of water per day from the Shubenacadie 
River estuary through a 12 kilometre un-
derground pipe, to flush out underground 
salt caverns near Alton. The resulting four 
billion cubic foot space would store nat-
ural gas, with waste brine released back 
into the estuary over two or three years. 
Longstanding opponents of the project 
said the new rules show the plan to dump 
brine was not compliant from the start.

—SumOfUs.org press release  
—www.thechronicleherald.ca

March 10 and 11, 2019
—www.cbc.ca 

February 28, 2019

BC cleanup $3B and climbing

Oil & Gas Wells
BC’s Auditor General says the cost to 
decommission inactive oil and gas wells 
in the province is $3 billion and rising. 
The number of of inactive wells to be re-
mediated has nearly doubled since 2007, 
from 3,800 to 7,474. The number of or-
phaned wells – whose owners are bank-
rupt, insolvent, or MIA – has jumped 
from 45 to 226 in the last three years, a 
sevenfold increase. Energy companies in 
BC are not required to restore well sites 
unless expressly ordered to do so, and the 
Auditor General fears the province is un-
equipped to tackle the growing problem.

—www.cba.ca
March 14, 2019

Cleanup before creditors

Redwater
Insolvent or bankrupt energy com-
panies must clean up environmental lia-
bilities before paying back creditors, the 
Supreme Court of Canada has ruled. The 
ruling overturns two lower court deci-
sions that found bankruptcy law super-
seded provincial environmental responsi-
bilities in the case of Redwater Energy. 
Redwater’s bankruptcy trustee wanted to 
sell the firm’s producing wells to pay debt 
to creditors, leaving cleanup of Redwa-
ter’s non-producing wells to the indus-
try-funded Alberta Orphan Well Associ-
ation. The number of orphaned wells in 
Alberta is now over 3000.

 —www.cbc.ca
January 31, 2019
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Sea Lice
Pesticide pollutes Clayoquot waters

by Dan Lewis

It’s almost a year since Norwe-
gian-based Cermaq received a permit 
to use a new pesticide (hydrogen per-
oxide-based Paramove 50) to control 
lice on their Atlantic salmon farms in 
Clayoquot Sound. The permit allows 
them to dump enough pesticide to fill 
an Olympic-sized swimming pool into 
the pristine waters of the UNESCO Bio-
sphere Region.

Salmon lice outbreaks are known to im-
pact wild salmon. Last year had the worst 
lice infestation ever seen in Clayoquot, 
with numbers on baby wild salmon smolts 
as high as 43 per lice fish (one louse can 
be a fatal load). Lice are also a vector for 
transmitting disease from farmed fish to 
wild fish.

As with all salmon lice treatments, resis-
tance to hydrogen peroxide is a problem. 
Cermaq’s own website shows lice num-
bers spiking after each round of treatment 
– and the survivors are the ones with the 
highest immunity. Repeated treatments 
quickly breed for pesticide-resistant lice.

Paramove affects the composition of fish-
es’ mucous layer, making it easier for lice 
reattachment. Damage from Paramove 
treatment may also release chemo-at-
tractants, causing lice to be attracted to 
treated fish. Paramove is known to harm 
farmed fish and has caused mass die-offs 
– indeed, Cermaq lost 15% of the fish on 
one site treated last year.

Pesticide treatment is stressful to farmed 

salmon, and weakens their immune sys-
tem. It can take up to two weeks for the 
fish to recover, during which period they 
are susceptible to disease outbreaks. 
According to the Norwegian Veterinary 
Institute’s 2018 report on fish health, 
disease erupts in Piscine orthoreovirus 
(PRV)-infected farmed salmon usually 
after high-stress “de-lousing or other han-
dling routines.”

According to research published in 
2018,1 PRV causes Heart Skeletal Mus-
cle Inflammation (HSMI) in Atlantic 
salmon, but in Pacific chinook salmon, it 
causes red blood cells to burst. The toxic 
levels of hemoglobin then overwhelm the 
liver and kidneys. Unlike farmed salmon, 
wild fish cannot feed themselves or evade 
predators (not to mention swim up rivers) 
unless they are in top form.

Proponents claim that hydrogen peroxide 
quickly breaks down into water and air, 
causing no harm to the marine environ-
ment. However the pesticide can have a 

half-life of 28 days in ocean water, and is 
spread by wind and currents. It will prob-
ably primarily affect surface organisms 
and those living along the shoreline. Wild 
salmon, herring, and prawn and crab lar-
vae all rear in shallow inshore waters.

Salmon lice are plaguing this industry 
worldwide, causing expensive losses to 
industry and harming wild salmon. This 
problem cannot, and has not, been solved 
by pesticides. The only solution is to get 
salmon farms out of the ocean. It’s time 
for governments to create a transition 
plan that protects workers and the envi-
ronment.

Dan Lewis is Executive Director of Clayo-
quot Action in Tofino. salmonpeople.ca.

1:The same strain of Piscine orthoreovirus 
(PRV-1) is involved in the development of dif-
ferent, but related, diseases in Atlantic and 
Pacific salmon in British Columbia, Di Cicco 
et al, 2018
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Last year had the worst lice infestation ever seen in Clayoquot,  
with numbers on baby wild salmon smolts as high as 43 lice per fish.

https://salmonpeople.ca/
https://www.facetsjournal.com/doi/10.1139/facets-2018-0008


watershedsentinel.ca | 7

DFO v Wild Salmon 
Will a second court win make any difference?

by Alexandra Morton

On February 4, 2019, the Federal Court 
of Canada ruled that the Minister of 
Fisheries’ policy not to screen farm 
salmon for piscine orthoreovirus (PRV) 
is unlawful, a violation of the precau-
tionary principle, and ignores both the 
critical state of wild salmon in BC today 
and the high degree of scientific uncer-
tainty around what this virus is doing 
to wild salmon. In a word, I won! Thank 
you Ecojustice.

We won this already in 2016, but federal 
Fisheries Ministers Shea, Tootoo, LeB-
lanc, and now Wilkinson all refused to 
obey the Federal Court and continued to 
refuse to screen farm salmon for PRV. 

It is against the law to transfer fish car-
rying a “disease agent” into BC marine 
waters. DFO research (Di Cicco et al, 
2018) has shown that PRV causes the red 
blood cells of Chinook salmon to rupture 
en masse – which means it’s a “disease 
agent.” This means that if the Minister 
screened for PRV, by law he could not is-
sue a permit to move infected fish out of 
the freshwater hatcheries into marine net 
pen farms. So long as he doesn’t screen, 
he doesn’t know.

However, we know some hatcheries are 
infected. Marine Harvest provided docu-
ments to the court saying all but one of 
their hatcheries is PRV-positive and that 
the company would be “severely impact-
ed” if this law was applied to their fish.

Three days after the ruling, DFO issued 

a press release. A panel of experts had 
reached consensus: Piscine Orthoreovi-
rus in Atlantic salmon farms poses min-
imal risk to wild Fraser River sockeye. 
However, DFO provided no scientific 
confirmation, and in fact the review is not 
complete and the experts were not given 
the opportunity to approve the statement.  

One of these experts spoke up. John Wer-
ring, senior biologist for the David Suzu-
ki Foundation, reacted saying that the ex-
pert panel did not approve the DFO press 
release and that, given the extremely high 
scientific uncertainty of harm to sockeye, 
it is impossible to conclude that PRV is a 
minimal risk to Fraser sockeye.

Several First Nations requested that I be 
on the expert panel, as I am publishing 
on PRV in their territories. DFO refused 
to accept me or Emiliano Di Cicco, who 
reported PRV is causing Chinook salmon 
blood cells to explode.

I don’t understand how Minister Wilkin-
son doesn’t realize that the science has 
gotten away from him. While he controls 
many labs and is apparently seconding 
Dr. Gary Marty from the BC Ministry of 
Agriculture to oversee farm fish health 
for DFO, they don’t have control over my 
science. I currently have four research 
initiatives underway that will help clarify 
the risk of PRV to wild salmon, and the 
group I work with is the only non-gov-
ernment team working on PRV in BC. 
Clearly, there has to be non-government 
work breaking the ice to allow research 

from inside DFO to make it out into the 
daylight. If I hadn’t published the first 
paper on PRV in BC, would any informa-
tion on PRV be public today? 

Washington State recently ordered the 
destruction of a total of 1.8 million 
PRV-infected farm fish that a Canadian 
company was trying to put into pens in 
Puget Sound. But Canada is moving in 
the opposite direction dealing with three 
Norwegian companies.

Meanwhile, Indigenous governments of 
the Broughton Archipelago won the au-
thority to screen farm salmon entering 
their territory for PRV and will be remov-
ing the industry entirely within five years. 
It took a year of tough negotiations and 
the 280-day occupation of the farm facil-
ities, but now these nations are assuming 
DFO’s role. 

The solution remains. Invite land-based 
investment if BC is committed to grow-
ing farm salmon and use the rapidly de-
veloping genomic science to allow wild 
salmon to inform us where we need to 
strategically get out of their way. Will 
I, or someone else, have to go to court a 
third time on this subject? Will there be 
any uninfected wild salmon left at the end 
of that proceeding? 

Alexandra Morton is an independent ma-
rine biologist and founder of the Rain-
coast Research Society. To follow or 
support her work see www.alexandram-
orton.typepad.com

https://alexandramorton.typepad.com/
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Plastic Proposal
Will Canada support a unique plan to tackle the plastics crisis? 

by Gavin MacRae

Photos of seabird carcasses stuffed 
with disposable cigarette lighters and 
plastic bottle caps are losing their 
shock value. Images of sea turtles eat-
ing polyethylene bags could become 
cliché. Everyone now knows our planet 
is choking on plastic waste.

As one scientific paper puts it, “Plastic 
waste is now so ubiquitous in the envi-
ronment that it has been suggested as a 
geological indicator of the proposed An-
thropocene era.”

In response, some countries have gotten 

serious about plastic waste. The EU vot-
ed for a complete ban on many single use 
plastics last October. The UK is legislat-
ing minimum recycled content on plastic 
packaging, and plans to make producers 
pay the full cost of recycling  their wares. 
In India, disposable plastic bags are un-
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lawful. In Kenya, getting caught with a 
disposable plastic bag can earn jail time.

In contrast, Canada’s approach to the 
plastics crisis has been long on rhetoric, 
short on legislation, and heavily invest-
ed in plastics production. As Gord Johns, 
MP for Courtenay-Alberni sees it, “We 
are a huge laggard on this issue. What we 
need instead of platitudes and forecasts 
of commitments that are years out … is 
legislation and regulations implemented 
now.” Currently, he says, the federal gov-
ernment is making “historic investments” 
in the plastics industry. “They want to 
be global leaders in plastic production. 
They’re saying, ‘Well we care, and we’re 
going to recycle more plastic – because 
we’re going to produce more plastic.’”

Vito Buonsante, plastics program man-
ager for the environmental organization 
Environmental Defence Canada, shares 
Johns’ frustration. “[The federal gov-
ernment] is saying ‘let’s cut plastic,’ but 
the reality is there’s nothing really being 
done…. Industry keeps pushing this nar-
rative that recycling needs to be improved 
and people need to be educated to recycle 
more, but that’s not really the problem.”

“The evidence overwhelmingly shows 
that recycling cannot be a solution for the 
plastic waste issue,” says Buonsante. “It 
can be used in limited situations. If you 
think about single-use plastics, one of the 
examples where recycling kind of works 
is (#1 PET) plastic bottles when there is 
a deposit return scheme. You manage to 
reach high levels of collection and then 
it’s okay.” 

Environmental Defence believes in-
creased recycling would be effective 
if integrated within a national strategy 
on plastics that would see a ban on dif-
ficult-to-recycle plastics, legislation to 
eliminate throwaway plastics, and a re- Continued on Page 10  

cycled content standard of 75% for new 
products. 

Right now, a dismal 9% of plastic waste 
is recycled globally. In Canada, that 
number crawls to 11%.  Roughly 40% of 
plastic is produced for packaging and sin-
gle-use items. Some numbered plastics 
aren’t even recyclable, and Buonsante 
says the recycling symbol on these is “to-
tally meaningless.”

Nor can plastics be recycled repeatedly, 
unlike steel or glass. After one or two 
passes through the “circular economy,” 
plastic is degraded and contaminated, and 
headed for the landfill or incinerator. 

Pay with plastic

Michelle MacEwen is the general manag-
er of the Gabriola Island Recycling Or-
ganization. She says polyethylene tere-
phthalate (#1 PET – water bottles, ketchup 
bottles, mayo jars) generally makes mon-
ey for their recycling depot. So does high 
density polyethylene (#2 HDPE – milk 
jugs, laundry detergent bottles). Low-val-
ue plastics, such as polyvinyl chloride 
(#3 PVC – softer plastic containers), low 
density polyethylene (#4 LDPE – plastic 
films and shopping bags), and polypro-
pylene (#5 – yogurt cups, take-out cups)  
currently cost the organization up to $180 
per ton to be hauled away. 

MacEwen says that until producers 
are taxed, and regulations are in place, 
“we’re going to be chasing our tails on 

this. Just scrambling with recycling and 
having massive amounts of plastic in the 
ocean or in the marketplace and no end 
market to send it to.”

The problem is set to get much worse.

Plastic production is expected to triple by 
2050. Hydraulic fracturing has made nat-
ural gas a cheap and common feedstock 
for plastic production, spurring huge in-
vestments in plastics infrastructure.

So, too, will emissions grow. The produc-
tion of plastic is estimated to consume 
20% of annual oil consumption globally 
by 2050.

“All this fracking that is happening in BC, 
a lot of that gas, or the byproducts of that 
gas, are going to go into the production of 
plastics,” says Buonsante. “Right now the 
federal government is saying they want to 
reduce plastic waste … but the reality is 
that at the same time, provinces and the 
federal government are subsidizing new 
production of plastic.”

A clear example of subsidized infrastruc-
ture is a $3.5 billion plastics facility un-
der construction northeast of Edmonton 
that, as reported by the CBC, was attract-
ed by a provincial program offering $500 
million in royalty relief incentives to the 
plastics industry. In Ontario, the provin-
cial government chipped in $100 million 
to a project that will double the capacity 

The reality is that at the same time,  
provinces and the federal government are  

subsidizing new production of plastic.
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Plastic continued

of a polyethylene feedstock operation in 
the Sarnia-Lambton area, a production 
increase of 450 kilotonnes per year.

Waste bin of the developed world

Until the beginning of 2018, China ac-
cepted 45% of global plastic waste. For 
the First World, it was a tidy solution for 
much of the 380 million tons of plastic 
waste produced annually. In China, it was 
not so tidy. The flood of waste fuelled a 
cottage industry where peasants scratch a 
subsistence income from primitive recy-
cling surrounded by plastic garbage, chil-
dren live in toxic slums, and vast amounts 
of un-recyclable plastic are haphazardly 
dumped or burned – much of it to end up 
in waterways and ultimately the ocean. 

Research published in 2017 estimates 
that 90% of all marine plastic waste en-
ters the oceans from only 10 rivers, and 
eight of them are in Asia. “The narrative 
is that these countries are the biggest re-
sponsible for polluting our oceans,” says 
Buonsante, “and that is often because we 
send them our plastic. They don’t have 
the infrastructure to deal with that plastic, 
and then it ends up in the ocean. Not only 
are we causing the problem, we’re also 
blaming [developing countries].”

According to Buonsante, about a third of 
plastic waste collected for recycling in 
Canada is exported.

Last year, exporting countries got a wake-
up call when China announced an import 
ban on all but the purest waste plastic. 
Recyclers have scrambled to find markets 
for the estimated 111 million tons of plas-
tic that will be displaced because of the 
ban by 2030. With nowhere to go, plastic 
waste is piling up. Some municipalities 
in Canada, the US, and elsewhere, have 
resorted to landfilling plastic after it has 
been collected from recycling programs.

The market for poorly regulated or illegal 
plastic waste processing is now quickly 
shifting to other countries such as Thai-
land, Malaysia, Vietnam, and Indone-
sia. Thailand has seen imports of poly-
ethylene terephthalate waste skyrocket 
876%, prompting an emergency embar-
go. One town in Malaysia was reported 
“smothered” by 17,000 tonnes of plastic 
waste that was burned or dumped by ille-
gal plastic recycling operations.

Thankfully, Canada will soon have a 
chance to support a groundbreaking pro-
posal to end passing the buck on plastic 
waste to poorer nations.
               
Basel Convention

The Basel Convention on the Control of 
Transboundary Movements of Hazardous 
Wastes and Their Disposal is a longstand-
ing international agreement used to con-
trol the global trade flow of toxic mate-

rials such as asbestos, lead, and e-waste. 
It is unique, and could be harnessed to 
curtail the plastic crisis.

Norway, a leader in plastic waste manage-
ment, has put forth a proposal to classify 
plastic waste as “waste requiring special 
consideration” under the Basel Conven-
tion. This would force exporters to get the 
consent of countries they export plastic 
waste to, and ensure receiving countries 
have the means to properly process plas-
tic waste. Polluted or contaminated waste 
could be refused, ratcheting up pressure 
on importing countries to improve their 
own plastic waste management domesti-
cally.

“I am very much in favour of Norway’s 
proposal,” says Buonsante. “What that 
amendment would do is basically in-
crease transparency, and also require pre-
vious informed consent from the receiv-
ing country.”

A 2018 analysis by researchers at the 
University of Georgia argues such a pro-
posal could also provide a “framework 
for knowledge sharing and promoting 
the proper management of waste, includ-
ing harmonization of technical standards 
and practices, which could help build ca-
pacity to properly manage plastic waste 
around the world.” 

Jim Puckett is the executive director of 
the Basel Action Network, an NGO with 
observer status in the Basel Convention. 
He believes the EU – a power bloc in the 
Basel Convention – will agree to back the 
proposal. A legion of nations, including 
China, Malaysia, Thailand, and Japan, 
has voiced support or filed documents 
in support of the proposal. Puckett says 
Canadian officials were “not on board at 
all” with the proposal at a public meeting 
in 2018.

Export of Hazardous Waste
For over two decades, Canada has been stalling a different Basel Convention 
amendment aimed at forbidding the export of hazardous wastes. Only two more 
signatories are needed to meet the three-quarters threshold to ratify the amend-
ment. For Filipinos, Canada’s refusal to sign is especially galling. In 2013 and 
2014, 103 shipping containers arrived in the Philippines  from Canada, labeled as 
recycling, but actually garbage. They sit quarantined in port still, despite prom-
ises by Prime Minister Justin Trudeau to deal with the garbage.
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If Puckett’s prediction is borne out and 
the EU backs the proposal, Canada could 
find itself the lone holdout among the 
world’s top 10 plastic waste exporters 
who are parties to the Basel Convention.

Plastics trade associations have opposed 
the proposal, citing “administrative bur-
dens” and, paradoxically, fears of illegal 
dumping.

The US, which is not a member of the Ba-
sel Convention, has filed comments as an 
observer against the idea. Because Basel 
Convention members cannot trade Ba-
sel-controlled materials with non-mem-
bers (with some exceptions), the US 
would lose easy access to the global 
plastic waste market, thereby gaining in-
centive to process and reduce their own 
plastic waste.

A decision is scheduled for April, at the 
next Conference of the Parties of the Ba-
sel Convention in Geneva. So far, Cana-
da is still fence-sitting. In response to a 
request for comment, a  federal Minis-

try of Environment and Climate Change 
spokesperson wrote in February that Can-
ada’s position on the proposal is “under 
development” and “subject to upcoming 
international negotiations,” so “the Gov-
ernment of Canada is not in a position to 
provide further information at this time.”

If Canada tries to scuttle the proposal, 
Puckett says, “They’ll use ambiguous 
language. They’ll say ‘we need to do fur-
ther work, let’s have a working group,’ 
and it’ll drag on for four years or some-
thing.”

For Buonsante, political action is key to 
tackling the plastics crisis. “We need reg-
ulations that guide behaviors,” he says. 

“Just like climate change is not going to 
be solved by turning down the heat and 
wearing a sweater and consuming a bit 
less, it is the same with plastic, because 
in many cases people have no choice but 
to buy plastic products. Only laws can 
drive change.”

Gavin MacRae is the Watershed Senti-
nel’s staff reporter. He lives in Comox, 
BC.

Illustration p.9 by Sarah James

After one or two passes through the “circular 
economy,” plastic is degraded and contaminated,  

and headed for the landfill or incinerator. 

A global health crisis hiding in plain sight

A recent report by the Center for International Environmental Law finds every stage of 
the plastic lifecyle poses “significant risks to human health.” 

To date, discussions of the health and environmental impacts of plastic have centered 
on the use and disposal of plastics. The new report broadens the focus to include ex-
traction and transport, refining and manufacture, consumer use, waste management, 
and environmental exposure. According to the report, “The majority of people world-
wide are exposed at multiple stages of this lifecycle.”

Plastic and associated chemicals are entering our bodies through inhalation, ingestion, 
and skin contact. The report found that as plastic production grows, exposure is ex-
panding “into new areas of the environment and food chain as existing plastic products 
fragment into smaller particles and concentrate toxic chemicals.” 

—Read the full report at www.ciel.org/reports

https://watershedsentinel.ca/donate/
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Fish and Repeat
Adams River salmon run is the lowest on record

by Jim Cooperman

The results are in for the iconic Adams 
River salmon run, and they show a very 
disturbing, sharp decline in spawning 
numbers. 

On February 8, Fisheries and Oceans 
Canada (DFO is still the acronym) re-
leased their near-final estimate for the 
2018 late Fraser River run that shows 
only 535,564 sockeye returned to spawn 
in the Adams – far short of the predicted 
return and just 34% of the average return 
for this dominant cycle. 

It was the lowest on record. The overall 
return of 1,517,301 sockeye to the entire 
Shuswap region was only 63% of the av-
erage return.

Most of the Fraser River late summer 
run sockeye return to the Shuswap, with 
just four per cent returning to the other 
six runs, including Cultus Lake, Harri-
son Lake creeks, and the middle Fraser. 
These smaller runs are heavily impacted 
by indiscriminate ocean net fishing, and 
the return to all but one was even more 
discouraging. For example, only 504 fish 
returned to the endangered Cultus Lake 
spawning grounds, which was just three 
per cent of the normal cycle average. 

All the data on the Fraser returns provid-
ed by the Pacific Salmon Commission 
and DFO was crunched into a spread-
sheet by Greg Taylor, senior fisheries ad-
visor with the Watershed Watch Salmon 
Society. While the pre-season expecta-
tion was 7.4 million, most of the fishing 
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decisions were based on a six million run 
estimate, which was scaled back to the 
final estimate of 4.7-million after fishing 
was concluded. The final total return was 
only 4.27 million fish, nearly 2.7 million 
of which ended up in fishing nets. 

Taylor provided more analysis, “They 
were aware of the uncertainty and risk in-
herent in estimating how many late-timed 
sockeye were delaying in the [Strait] of 
Georgia, since the same scenario played 
out last time around, in 2014, with the 
same disastrous results.” Even under-
standing this risk, DFO decided to reduce 
the “management adjustment” (the num-
ber of sockeye added to escapement tar-
gets to account for in-river mortality) to 
near zero. This both decreased any buffer 
they had against such over-estimations 
and increased the number of fish (at least 
on paper) available to harvest.”

At the heart of the issue is the manage-
ment direction, which dictates a goal of 
maximizing the harvest while paying lip 
service to the sustainability of the popu-
lation, despite the recognition that all of 
the late run sockeye conservation units 
are listed with the Committee on the Sta-
tus of Endangered Wildlife in Canada as 
either “endangered,” “threatened,” or “of 
special concern.”

Conflict of interest?

As with most other resource-based in-
dustries, fisheries management is another 
case of the “fox looking after the chicken 
coop.” 

The Pacific Salmon Commission is a 
joint Canada-US management agency 
that conducts test fisheries to estimate the 
run size. It provides data and recommen-
dations to the Commission’s Fraser River 
Panel, which is responsible for designing 
and implementing the fisheries. 

A DFO rep co-chairs the Fraser Riv-
er Panel with a US Indigenous fisheries 
manager. The Canadian panel members 
include, along with a leader from the 
Sto:lo Nation,  reps from sport fishing 
community, the Canadian Fishing Cor-
poration, the Gulf Trollers Association, 
and the seiner boat commercial fishing 
companies.

Last year the Panel exceeded their 
planned “allowable exploitation rate” 
of  58.4% on late-run sockeye, with a fi-
nal rate of 62.9%. It was only luck, not 
good management, that the harvest was 
not greater and the damage to the popu-
lation more severe, as they were prepared 
to catch 3.5-million sockeye if they had 
been able to identify additional fishing 
opportunities.

All salmon species are struggling from 
the impacts of climate change, loss of 
habitat, and fish farms that bring diseases 
and sea lice. The management direction 
should be precautionary and focused on 
conservation to re-
build the stocks, 
yet the overall goal 
continues to be ex-
ploitation, and the 
result appears to 
be a steady decline 
towards extinction. 
Industry and DFO 
managed the north-
ern cod to extinction 
and now it appears 
they are repeating 
the same mistakes 
on the West coast.

To reverse the downward spiral, manag-
ers need to change the pattern of exploita-
tion that began when the first canneries 
were built on the coast at the beginning 
of the last century and learn from the way 
First Nations successfully managed salm-
on populations for thousands of years. 

Ultimately they need to phase out indis-
criminate ocean fishing and re-introduce 
known-stock fisheries, which harvest 
large proportions of the fish near their 
spawning grounds. When combined with 
improved compliance monitoring and 
accurate counting, known-stock fisheries 
ensure enough fish return to spawn to sus-
tain the stocks before fishing commences.

Jim Cooperman is president of the 
Shuswap Environmental Action Society 
and author of the local bestseller Every-
thing Shuswap: a Geographic Handbook. 
He has been observing the Adams River 
Salmon run since he settled in the North 
Shuswap fifty years ago. Visit www.seas.
ca for more detailed information.

We need to learn from the way First Nations 
successfully managed salmon stocks  for millennia.

http://seas.ca/2018-adams-river-salmon-run-lowest-on-record
https://shuswappress.wordpress.com/everything-shuswap-by-jim-cooperman/
https://www.westcoastexpeditions.com/
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Broadband For All
Closing the digital divide in BC – without Big Telecom

by Claire Gilmore

Many communities across North Amer-
ica are eschewing much-hyped 5G 
wireless networks to build and oper-
ate their own “fiber-to-the-premises,” 
or wired, networks. BC’s remote and 
coastal communities now have a golden 
window of opportunity to follow suit.

On March 8, the BC government an-
nounced an investment of $50 million to 
expand high-speed internet service for 
people living in approximately 200 rural 
and Indigenous communities. The mon-
ey, administered through the Northern 
Development Initiative Trust, is aimed 
at closing the “digital divide” – the dis-
crepancy between Canadians who have 
access to information and communica-
tion technologies, and those who don’t. 
Then on March 19, the federal govern-
ment tabled their budget, committing an-
other $750 million to “extend ‘backbone’ 
infrastructure to underserved communi-

ties,” and fund “last-mile” connections to 
homes and businesses.

In other words, the digital divide is clos-
ing now, and Canadian communities have 
important decisions to make about about 
how they want to do it. 

The “last mile” and why it matters 

Over the next few years, the Connected 
Coast project plans to bring high-speed 
internet to 155 coastal BC communities, 
but there’s a hitch: the project’s sub-
sea fiber-optic cable will only reach the 
shore of each community involved. From 
there, communities must decide if they 
will connect to the cable, and if so, how 
they will finance and implement the “last 
mile” of their new information highway.

They must decide whether they want to 
create a their own Internet utility or be-

come customers of large Internet Service 
Providers (ISPs), and choose what kind 
of last-mile connection will serve them 
best in the long run: wired or wireless.

According to the First Nations Technolo-
gy Council,1 communities that form their 
own ISPs can control pricing policies, 
priorities, and how their network is de-
ployed – and avoid the tricky issues with 
right-of-way and Rights and Title that can 
arise when a telecom agreement is signed 
with a large ISP. Municipalities and First 
Nations can choose to deploy, maintain, 
and manage the service themselves, or to 
only build the network infrastructure, and 
let ISPs sell services over it – netting a 
revenue stream in the process.

Wired versus wireless

A 2018 report2 from the National Insti-
tute for Science, Law & Public Policy 

https://www.edibleisland.ca/
https://www.mistyislesadventures.com/
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in Washington, DC, succinctly explains 
the popularity of wireless infrastructure: 
“Corporations will invariably seek the 
cheapest, quickest, and most profitable 
path, which has led to the current empha-
sis on wireless.” 

The same report explains the many ben-
efits of wired networks over wireless 
networks: “First and foremost, the pub-
lic needs publicly-owned and controlled 
wired infrastructure that is inherently 
more future-proof, more reliable, more 
sustainable, more energy efficient, safer, 
and more essential to many other ser-
vices. Wireless networks and services, 
compared to wired access, are inherently 
more complex, more costly, more unsta-
ble (subject to frequent revision and “up-
grades”), and more constrained in what 
they can deliver.”

In short, community-owned fi-
ber-to-the-premises generates profit for 
the community, and keeps the Internet in 
local hands. 

Wired is also safer. In March 2018, The 
Nation reported on a meta-analysis of 
studies to date: “90% of the 200 existing 
studies included in the National Institute 
of Health’s PubMed database on the ox-
idative effects of wireless radiation – its 
tendency to cause cells to shed electrons, 
which can lead to cancer and other dis-
eases – have found a significant impact.” 
The technology also has shown effects on 
birds and insects.

5G 

While communities with their own wired 
networks can control future upgrades, 
customers of large ISPs will likely find 
their networks rolled over to 5G in the 
coming years, according to BC-based in-
dependent communications analyst Oona 
McOuat.

The security risks associated with Hua-
wei’s 5th Generation (5G) millimetre 
wave technology have exploded in the 
media lately, increasing scrutiny of the 
whole 5G project – including long-term 
health effects. As Eric Reguly, European 
Bureau Chief for the Globe and Mail, 
emphasized in a March 9 article, there 
has not been a single study on the health 
effects of 5G, even as the worldwide roll-
out begins. According to the article, the 
US telecom industry has admitted they 
are “kind of flying blind there so far as 
health and safety are concerned.”

Wireless infrastructure consumes at least 
10 times as much energy as wired tech-
nologies – and The Guardian reported in 
July 2018 that the energy used in our dig-
ital consumption is already set to have a 
bigger impact on global warming than the 
entire aviation industry. The 5G rollout 
(and its purported end game, the “Internet 
of Things”) would also see the energy de-
mand of internet communication increase 
exponentially.

Community control

Most of us have never heard of “munic-
ipal broadband,” but over 800 communi-
ties in the US are served by some form of 
municipally or cooperatively owned net-
work.3 Seattle, Portland, and San Francis-
co are also now looking at using a sim-
ilar model, in no small part to preserve 
“net neutrality” – the principle that ISPs 
should enable access to all web-based 
content and applications regardless of the 
source. 

In Canada, municipal broadband exists 
in a handful of cities including Olds, Co-
quitlam, and Thunder Bay. More recent-
ly, the Gwaii Tel Society began installing 
an extensive fibre optic network to reach 
all households on Haida Gwaii – a ma-
jor improvement over the spotty wireless 
coverage that has been beamed over the 
Hecate Strait by microwave radio link.

McOuat recently launched a website 
(www.community-broadband.ca/) as a 
toolkit for communities to walk them-
selves through the process of getting their 
own network together, starting with how 
to access funding. As she says, “we want 
to create strong, resilient communities, 
especially in the face of global warming. 
It’s not an either/or thing. It’s going to 
take a little bit of initiative but it’s going 
to create lasting benefits for our commu-
nities for generations to come.”

Sources:
1: Community Connectivity: A Getting 
Started Checklist (2015), First Nations 
Technology Council

2: Re-Inventing Wires: The Future of 
Landlines and Networks (2018), Nation-
al Institute for Science, Law, and Public 
Policy

4: Community Networks Map, Institute 
for Local Self Reliance: www.muninet-
works.org/communitymap

Claire Gilmore is the Watershed Senti-
nel’s managing (and occasionally con-
tributing) editor. She lives in Comox, BC

In short, community-owned fiber-to-the-premises 
generates profit for the community,  

and keeps the Internet in local hands.

https://muninetworks.org/communitymap
http://electromagnetichealth.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/ReInventing-Wires-1-25-18.pdf
https://fnbc.info/resource-collection/community-connectivity-getting-started-checklist
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Alberta Narrative
Alberta has a reality problem, not a “narrative” problem

The attempt to “alter the narrative” 
about bitumen has been provoking 
cognitive dissonance in Alberta and 
around the world for decades. Industry 
and governments changed the name of 
Alberta’s main fossil fuel export from 
“tarsands” to “oilsands” in the early 
2000s in an attempt to deny the quali-
ties of bitumen. 

In fact, Alberta bitumen has so much 
dirt in it, it literally cannot move down 
a pipe by itself, and needs highly toxic 
and explosive ‘diluent’ in order to flow. 
Bitumen and diluent together (dilbit) re-
quire extreme means of extraction (open 
face mines, billions of litres of tailings) 
and transportation (heated train cars are 
proposed), and extreme clean-up efforts 
during spills. Instead of continually try-
ing to deny or obscure important and 
valid facts, we need to accept reality, and 
make safer products.

Guided by both Indigenous Elders’ tra-
ditional knowledge and western science, 
Keepers of the Athabasca (Keepers) are 
Alberta-based First Nations, Métis, Inu-
it, environmental groups, and watershed 
citizens working together for the pro-
tection of water, land, air, and all living 
things today and tomorrow in the Atha-
basca River watershed. We are an Alberta 
grassroots Indigenous-led organization 
without funding from US groups. If, by 
some miracle, we were offered funding 
from groups in the US, we would accept 
it gladly. Most oil companies in Alber-

ta (and the neoliberal and conservative 
think tanks trying to sell a “responsible 
oil” narrative) certainly have US funding. 

The climate denial currently being 
shoved in our face was initiated by US oil 
industry lobbyists – although to be fair, 
the Alberta Narrative Project now recom-
mends educating Albertans about climate 
change (albeit, without mentioning polar 
bears). 

With our membership over 3000, Keep-
ers works with Indigenous knowledge 
holders, western scientists, universities, 
citizens, and labs who recognize how 
close to the environmental breaking point 
we actually are.

Alberta and Canada’s appalling environ-
mental and human rights records are part 
of the equation. Beaver Lake Cree Nation 
is in court with Alberta and Canada be-
cause the industrial overreach permitted 
on their traditional territories prevents 
them from carrying out crucial livelihood 
activities, like hunting, fishing, trapping, 
and medicine gathering. 

In the Fort McKay and Fort Chipewy-
an areas, despite confirmed rare cancer 
clusters, Dr. John O’Connor was charged 
with “causing undue alarm” in 2007. This 
was widely reported in the media, but  the 
fact that they had to settle out of court and 
re-instate Dr. O’Connor as a family phy-
sician wasn’t mentioned. Alarm is still 
due, as communities continue to suffer. 

Cancer rates in this region are 30% higher 
than the rest of Alberta according to the 
Alberta Cancer Board, which was dis-
banded soon after releasing this informa-
tion in 2008. Although their initial study 
called for a full and comprehensive health 
study, that larger and still very necessary 
health study has never been carried out.

The claim that “bitumen floats” on wa-
ter is extremely controversial and based 
on an Environment Canada experiment 
using tanks, not actual ocean conditions. 
Studies on real dilbit spills in the US have 
shown that the diluent evaporates quick-
ly (causing toxic and explosive fumes), 
and then the bitumen does in fact sink, 
causing irretrievable pollution. It seems a 
favourite tactic by those trying to change 
the factually-correct “dirty oil” label is to 
leave out key facts.

In another example of false narrative, bi-
tumen is not oil as we know it, contrary 
to Alberta’s ads running nationally for 
$23M. The Trans Mountain Pipeline Ex-
pansion is needed to move ever-expand-
ing bitumen production (not oil) from 
Alberta. 

On the call for “jobs,” it was industry 
who cut back rig workers by 75% in the 
past 15 years, and are trying for as much 
automation as possible. The oil and gas 
industry quietly shelved remediation 
contracts during the “downturn” in global 
oil prices in 2015; these contracts were 
worth millions, and could put people to 

by Jule Asterisk and Paul Belanger, Keepers of the Athabasca



watershedsentinel.ca | 17

work for decades. Reading the beautiful 
fantasy “Green Oil,” written 10 years ago 
by bitumen-sympathetic journalist Satya 
Das, we note that every single regulatory 
and monitoring agency in Alberta’s shift-
ing sands has changed hands, titles, or 
mandate over the past ten years.

Keepers of the Athabasca is a solu-
tions-based organization. We are devel-
oping a “data visualization” tool with a 
team of hydrogeologists and Indigenous 
knowledge holders to help locate where 
tailings are leaking into groundwater. 
In 2017 these toxic ponds covered 220 
square kilometres with 1.2 trillion litres 
– and in spite of their enormous impacts 
they continue to grow. 

In the 1980s the Alberta Oil Sands Tech-
nology and Research Authority (fund-
ed by industry and Alberta) produced 
hundreds of viable solutions for tailings 
treatment; a “non-toxic” status could be 
achieved for an average of $3/m3. None 
of these solutions were ever employed 
because industry didn’t want to pay more 
than $.50/m3.

Keepers have been working on full con-
tainment options for tailings, a concept 
that was completely ignored by Canada’s 
Oilsands Innovation Alliance. We also 
participate in multi-stakeholder groups 
facilitated by both Alberta Environment 

and Parks and the Alberta Energy Regu-
lator regarding bitumen production and 
tailings management.

The public deserves factual dialogue, 
where all sides of the issue are respectful 
of people and truth. Keepers of the Atha-
basca calls for any “narrative” about Al-
berta’s bitumen to reflect the toxic reality 
that is taking place on the Land and Water 
and on human and wildlife health. 

As our Elders tell us, it is important to 
always be honest, especially when it’s 
difficult.

Jule Asterisk is the interim Executive 
Director and Paul Belanger the Co-chair 
of Keepers of the Athabasca. See www.
keepersofthewater.ca/athabasca

Bitumen is not oil as we know it.
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Electric Vehicles
Saltspring Island is on the road to gold

by Jim Standen

Salt Spring Island is proud to have the highest Electric Car 
(EV) ownership per capita in North America – 205 EVs on an 
island with a population of 10,500.

We have a network of 10 free, fast-charging “level 2” charging 
stations for public use, mainly to provide charging capacity to 
tourists. They’re also convenient for locals who can’t get to 
their home charger, or who have just purchased their EV and 
don’t yet own a Level 2 charger. All Salt Spring residents are 
encouraged to install a Level 2 charger in their home.

We calculate that our fleet of 205 EVs have cut fuel use on the 
island by over 225,000 litres per year. This translates to about 
eight fuel truck deliveries (which arrive on special ferries devot-
ed to dangerous goods), or 750 tonnes of CO2 emission. That’s a 
lot of CO2, but does not include the additional greenhouse gas-
ses that are generated by exploration, drilling, extraction, refin-
ing, and transport of fossil fuels.

Instead, moisture falls from the sky as rain or snow, collects be-
hind hydroelectric dams, produces electricity, and is transferred 
to an EV by an existing and stable grid. Over 96% of the elec-
tricity produced by BC Hydro is hydroelectric. Our EVs run on 
rain. 

Our taxi company, Silver Shadow, is now operating a Chevrolet 
Bolt EV. Tour Salt Spring, a local tour company, owns a hybrid 
vehicle fuelled by electricity produced from solar panels. Their 
tours are powered by the sun. 

After an historic December storm, Salt Spring Island suffered 
severe power outages. Several EV owners wired inverters to 
their vehicles to provide clean and quiet power to run fridges, 
freezers, and communications equipment. How cool is that?

We are grateful to our energetic volunteers, and the kind and 
generous business owners who support a better future for the 
planet. The future is electric!

EV charging stations can be found at the ArtSpring Arts Theatre 
(2 wands), Country Grocer (2 wands), Moby’s Marine Pub and 
Oyster bar (1 Tesla and 1 standard wand), Island Savings Credit 
Union (1 wand), Fernwood Cafe (1 wand), Fulford Community 
Hall (1 wand), the Rental Stop (1 wand), the Salt Spring Apple 
Company (1 Tesla wand and 1 standard wand), the Salt Spring 
library (1 wand) and the Golf Course (1 wand). 

More charging stations are planned, as well as a network of 
electric bike stations. 

Jim Standen is the Team Lead for the EV Group on Salt Spring 
Island. See www.revolutionss.ca
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Bottled Water Update
Vague bylaws in BC, and Nestlé thirsts for more in Ontario

Vancouver Island Ground(water) Swell

Water rights advocate Bruce Gibbons is on a mission to end licensing 
of groundwater extraction for bottled water on Vancouver Island. And if 
that goes well, for all of BC.

Gibbons is burning shoe leather and working the phone to encourage all 
53 districts and municipalities in the Association of Vancouver Island 
Coastal Communities (AVICC) to support an upcoming motion request-
ing the provincial government stop issuing well licenses to bottle water. 
If the motion passes, it heads to a province-wide vote at the Union of 
British Columbia Municipalities.

Gibbons said preventing groundwater bottling is a “no brainer” for many 
coastal communities, and several town councils have voted to support 
the AVICC motion on-the-spot after listening to his presentation.

The other half of Gibbons’ two-pronged approach is to ensure that there 
is a back-up if the AVICC motion fails. Gibbons discovered most towns 
need to amend the language of their bylaws if they want to prevent com-
mercial bottling of groundwater, and he’s encouraging them to do so.

“[Communities] look at their bylaws and say ‘well it looks like if it came 
down to a decision, this particular bylaw would allow it because it doesn’t 
expressly prohibit it,’ so they’re finding themselves in a position where 
they need to revise their bylaws to expressly prohibit bottled water.”

According to Gibbons, a dozen AVICC communities now have bylaws 
on the books that specifically forbid bottling groundwater. Twenty five 
AVICC communities have bylaws that do allow groundwater bottling 
(several of these are working to amend their bylaws). The bylaw status 
of the remaining communities is unknown.

AVICC communities have been largely supportive of Gibbons urging a 
review of old bylaws. The exception has been Langford, where Gibbons 
said planning officials were uncooperative and appeared confused by 
his request.

He’s since shaken off the minor failure and said regardless which way 
the AVICC vote goes, his campaign is advancing water rights in BC. 

—Watershed Sentinel Staff

Nestlé in Ontario

The government of Ontario announced in late Decem-
ber that the provincial moratorium on new and expand-
ed permits to take water for commercial water bottling 
has been extended to January of 2020.

The extended moratorium will allow more time for local 
studies and for the province to prepare policy to address 
new water taking permits for commercial purposes.

Nestlé continues to pump up to 4.7 million litres of wa-
ter per day from two locations in Wellington county on 
expired permits. 

Nestlé wants an additional 1.6 million litres from their 
site near the township of Centre Wellington, to truck to 
their bottling plant in Aberfoyle. This contentious five 
acre site is 100 metres from the vulnerable Grand River, 
and across the road from the Elora Gorge Conservation 
area.

The local council passed a motion stating that Centre 
Wellington is not a willing host community for large ex-
tractions of water for commercial water bottling purposes.

Saveourwater.ca continues to advocate the government 
of Ontario disallow Nestlé a permit at the Centre Wel-
lington site. 

A study by Hunter and Associates on the municipal well 
system of Wellington Centre established that Nestlé’s 
presence would obstruct future municipal wells in that 
productive area. This is a serious concern in a commu-
nity expected to double in size and with a challenged 
well system. 

The Ontario government has a clear choice between a 
foreign multinational’s desire for more profit, or the lo-
cal population’s need for new water sources. 

—www.saveourwater.ca
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ECONOMY

What is an economy for? 
Ballooning public liabilities from ex-
tractive industries, governments pouring 
tax dollars into pipelines, insurance execs 
panicking about climate change, “yellow 
vest” protesters in France, the Green New 
Deal in the US: the “invisible hand” of our 
market economy (and the ideologies that 
underpin it) is coming out of the shadows 
and into public scrutiny in a big way.

We’re in desperate need of new economic 
models – alternatives to our current growth-
at-all-costs-on-finite-planet approach. As we 
discovered, those models exist in abundance 
– there is degrowth, steady-state economics, 
spiral economies, modern monetary theo-
ry, and so on. But as we continued to mull 
and research this section, we began to look 
deeper, at the principles driving our econom-
ic assumptions and behaviour. What do we 
value?  How do we honour (or not) what sus-
tains us? Especially, what do we owe to the 
earth, and to each other? 

SponSored by
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Beyond Extractivism
Nishnaabeg anticapitalism: economies of relationship

by Leanne Betasamosake Simpson

The following is an excerpt from Leanne Betasamosake 
Simpson’s 2017 book As We Have Always Done: Indigenous 
Freedom Through Radical Resistance. It follows from Simp-
son’s description of an interview Naomi Klein had with her 
for Klein’s then-upcoming book This Changes Everything.

As I drove home after the interview,* and in the editing pro-
cess that followed, I could see why Naomi was focusing on 
extractivism as a narrative that could open up a conversation 
with Canadians and spark mass movement on climate change 
without bringing up capitalism and the backlash that entails, but 
the more I thought about extractivism as a concept, it didn’t ex-
plain what had happened to my people and to me. Stewardship 
as an alternative was too simplistic a concept to describe the 
relationship of Nishnaabeg with land. The more I thought about 
extractivism, the more important it became to name capitalism, 
particularly in the context of radical resurgence. I was recently 
reminded of this by Nipissing elder Glenna Beaucage in Ryan 
McMahon’s Redman Laughing podcast season on reconcilia-
tion, because she names it, and she remembers an old man, or an 
elder, naming it. She says:

“When the treaty came, it turned the word creation into resourc-
es, and resources are to be exploited. To me creation is to be 
respected, but when we say resources, now we can exploit them. 
We got mixed up. I heard an old man tell me we’ve become 
capitalists. Even with our fishing and hunting we’ve become 
capitalist. We see money.”

Anticapitalism

Later on in that same conversation, another Nipissing elder talks 
about how the education system in Ontario is designed to move 
our people into the middle class, away from Nishnaabewin. Like 
these elders, I can’t see or think of a system that is more counter 
to Nishnaabeg thought than capitalism, and over the past two 
decades I have heard elders and land users from many different 
Indigenous nations reiterate this, and it is part of the elder’s anal-
ysis and thinking we ignore. We hold a collective apathy around 

critiquing, organizing, and creating alternatives, despite the fact 
that Nishnaabeg people and our society are the alternative – we 
lived without capitalism for centuries. There is an assumption 
that socialism and communism are white and that Indigenous 
peoples don’t have this kind of thinking. To me, the opposite is 
true. Watching hunters and ricers harvest and live is the epitome 
of not just anticapitalism but societies where consent, empathy, 
caring, sharing, and individual self-determination are centered.

My Ancestors didn’t accumulate capital, they accumulated net-
works of meaningful, deep, fluid, intimate collective and individ-
ual relationships of trust. In times of hardship, we did not rely to 
any great degree on accumulated capital or individualism but on 
the strength of our relationships with others. The Michi Saagiig 
oral tradition has within it stories of Wendat and Rotinonhseshá:-
ka /Haudenosaunee coming to us and asking to hunt or farm in 
our territory during times of famine. Our grounded normativi-
ty** compelled us to assist our neighbors if we were able. 

We also have a series of embedded practices that redistribute 
wealth within the community. Harvests are distributed in com-
munity to our most vulnerable members – those who cannot har-
vest for themselves. Many of our ceremonial practices include 
a giveaway component where goods are distributed among 
participants. Gift giving is part of our diplomacy and designed 
to reinforce and nurture relationships. In daily life, greed, or 
the accumulation of capital, was seen as an assault against the 
collective because it offended the spirits of the plant and ani-
mal nations that made up our peopled cosmos, and therefore 
put Nishnaabeg at risk. “Capital” in our reality isn’t capital. We 
have no such thing as capital. We have relatives. We have clans. 
We have treaty partners. We do not have resources or capital. 
Resources and capital, in fact, are fundamental mistakes within 
Nishnaabeg thought, as Glenna Beaucage points out, and ones 
that come with serious consequences – not in a colonial super-
stitious way but in the way we have already seen: the collapse 
of local ecosystems, the loss of prairies and wild rice, the loss of 
salmon, eels, caribou, the loss of our weather.

Continued on Page 22  

https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/as-we-have-always-done
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Story continued

Excess

Another mistake is the idea of excess. There are lots of Nish-
naabeg stories about the problems with excess. When the Nish-
naabeg killed an excess of deer, the deer left the territory, to the 
point where today we have an abundance of deer in my territory 
but very few Deer clan people, and this reminds us of that im-
balance. Medicine people often look for excess and imbalance 
in a person’s life when they look for and treat root causes of ill-
ness and disease. Going back, even one generation in my family, 
I see a way of life that was careful, frugal, full of making and 
self-sufficiency, and one that frowned upon waste, surplus, and 
overindulgence. Older members of our communities will often 
comment on this, particularly with regards to my generation and 
our children and the sea of things they are growing up in. It 
concerns them. It worries them. They see it as a problem with 
the way we are living.

On one hand, for Michi Saagiig Nishnaabeg living Nishnaabe-
win, material wealth simply didn’t make sense, because we nev-
er settled in one place. We were constantly moving throughout 
our territory in a deliberate way, carrying and making our be-
longings as we went. Having a lot of stuff made life more diffi-
cult on a practical level. On an ethical level, it was an indication 
of imbalance within the larger system of life. When Nishnaabeg 
are historicized by settler colonial thought as “less technologi-
cally developed,” there is an assumption that we weren’t capital-
ists because we couldn’t be – we didn’t have the wisdom or the 
technology to accumulate capital, until the Europeans arrived 
and the fur trade happened. This is incorrect. We certainly had 
the technology and the wisdom to develop this kind of econo-
my, or rather we had the ethics and knowledge within grounded 
normativity to not develop this system, because to do so would 
have violated our fundamental values and ethics regarding how 
we relate to each other and the natural world. We chose not to, 
repeatedly, over our history.

Similarly, we don’t have this idea of private property or “the 
commons.” We practice life over a territory with boundaries that 
were overlapping areas of increased international Indigenous 
presence, maintained by more intense ceremonial and diplomat-
ic relationship, not necessarily by police, armies, and violence, 
although under great threat we mobilized to protect what was 
meaningful to us. Our authority was grounded and confined to 
our own body and the relationships that make up our body, not 
as a mechanism for controlling other bodies or mechanisms 
of production but as structures and practices that are the very 
practices of Nishnaabeg life. We have stories warning us of the 

perils of profit – gain achieved not through hard work within 
grounded normativity but gain, benefit, and advantage achieved 
in disproportion to effort and skill or exploitation. 

Nanabush  

Nanabush is the most obvious example of all of this. He exper-
iments with capitalist modes of production when he tries to get 
various beings – skunks, ducks, geese, for example – to do the 
hard work of life for his own personal gain and accumulation. 
He tries in various stories to outsource the work of feeding him-
self, and disaster ensues. There are stories where he is greedy; 
he experiments with capital accumulation, and disaster ensues. 
There are stories of Nanabush manipulating animals to create 
competetive markets for his goods and services, and again disas-
ter ensues. There are stories where Nanabush engages in a host 
of exploitive and extractivist practices at the expense of plants, 
animals, or the Nishnaabeg, and this results in his demise. 

His preference in these stories is to employ various beings of 
creation in service to him, while he lounges around and enjoys 
the profit of this unequal labor. He is categorically met with his 
demise every time, and eventually he learns his lesson. 

One of his brothers, however, does not. He insists that the com-
munity feed him by hunting, fishing, and gathering on his be-
half. We do, because we are kind, empathic, and decent people. 
We give him time to work his shit out. We try to bring him back 
into the fold by encouraging him to be a self-determining part of 
the collective by engaging in some practice, any practice really. 

Nanabush’s other brother, in a similar circumstance, becomes 
an artist as a way of contributing and living in our nation and 
is celebrated for his contribution. But this brother, the lazy one, 
doesn’t. Eventually, the nation can no longer carry him, and 
he withers away and dies. His death is a transformation, and 
he becomes the moss on the rocks that you see in our territo-
ry. Moss reminds us. Moss, like pine trees, or maple trees, or 
geese, is an algorithm, a practice for solving a problem, and all 
of these Nishnaabeg algorithms are profoundly anticapitalist at 
their core. To me, Nanabush embodies anticapitalism because 
the system of grounded normativity within which he exists de-
mands nothing less. Capitalism cannot exist within grounded 
normativity. 

From As We Have Always Done: Indigenous Freedom Through 
Radical Resistance by Leanne Betasamosake Simpson (Universi-
ty of Minnesota Press, 2017). Copyright 2017 by the Regents of 

https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/as-we-have-always-done


the University of Minnesota. Used by permission of the Univer-
sity of Minnesota Press.

* The full interview can be read online by searching for “Danc-
ing the World into Being: A Conversation with Idle No More’s 
Leanne Simpson” 

His death is a transformation,  
and he becomes the moss on the rocks  

that you see in our territory.  
Moss reminds us.  

Moss, like pine trees, or maple trees,  
or geese, is an algorithm,  

a practice for solving a problem,  
and all of these Nishnaabeg algorithms  

are profoundly anticapitalist at their core.

** Dene political theorist Glen Coulthard introduced the term 
“grounded normativity” in his 2014 book Red Skin, White 
Masks: Rejecting the Colonial Politics of Recognition to de-
scribe the ethical frameworks generated by place-based practic-
es and associated knowledges.
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https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/as-we-have-always-done
https://www.yesmagazine.org/peace-justice/dancing-the-world-into-being-a-conversation-with-idle-no-more-leanne-simpson
https://www.upress.umn.edu/book-division/books/red-skin-white-masks
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Quality of Life
Dance me to the end of love: an economics for tomorrow

by Alan Simpson

It was a message to warm the heart; a daughter thanking the 
care worker who took the time to dance with her demen-
tia-suffering dad at the end of each home visit. Little did she 
realize that this “thanks” also holds the key to breaking our 
collective obsession with growth-based economics.

Conventional economics describes acts of human kindness in 
entirely pejorative terms. They are variously classed as unpro-
ductive labour or labour that is resistant to productivity gains. 
The criticism runs across the whole gamut of personal, educa-
tional and creative services.

Collectively, economists list these sectors as examples of “Bau-
mol’s cost disease” (after the US economist whose analysis 
separated the economy into the progressive sector – producing 
goods – and the stagnant sector – which delivers personal ser-
vices).

This is a logic which fails to grasp that Shakespeare was never 
improved by having fewer actors. Patients do not heal quicker 
with fewer nurses. And well-being isn’t enhanced by reductions 
in care time.

The processes of innovation, mechanization and (now) automa-
tion – supposedly at the heart of creative capitalism – have been 
disconnected from the task of improving the quality (and quan-
tity) of time we have for each other. Instead the stagnant sector 
is cast as the burden of the progressive sector.

In his book Prosperity Without Growth, Tim Jackson cited a Eu-
ropean study claiming that “between 1995 and 2005 … labour 
productivity in the personal and social services sector declined by 
3%… It was the only sector to show negative productivity growth.”

Jackson goes on to outline a different economics that must live 
within earth’s limits. It is one where repair, reuse, and reduced 
carbon footprints are at the heart of economic thinking, and 
where growth and productivity are defined in quality of life 
terms, not quantity of consumption.

Conventional economics has barely begun this journey. Any 
economics that defines the time given to human interaction as 
negative productivity has lost the plot. But this is where we have 
ended up.

Productivity growth became the high altar of consumer capi-
talism. And upon this altar all sorts of human values have been 
sacrificed.

Right now, if you are lonely or confused, Apple’s Siri can advise 
and comfort you. Google’s Alexa offers support to breastfeed-
ing mums or can be the evening lifeline for the elderly. Young 
people can create avatars to “be” them within their social net-
works or take their place in education seminars. The technolo-
gies are doubtless clever and productive, we’ve just ceased to 
question whether they bring us closer to ourselves or leave us 
more disconnected.

Modern capitalism has flung society into a crisis that races to-
wards both an ecological and a sociological abyss. The socio-
logical dimension feeds on our insecure addiction to the con-
sumption of “stuff” and upon a propensity to treat the planet as 
a bottomless pit from which we hoover out all of today’s desires 
and into which we dump unwanted debris.

Governments have become obsessed with measuring “growth” 
by the quantity of consumption, and “productivity” by how 

Show me, slowly,  
what I only know the limits of

 Touch me with your naked hand 
or touch me with your glove



watershedsentinel.ca | 25

much more cheaply goods can be supplied. But how then were 
workers – those producing these goods at lower cost – to afford 
the “more” that they produced?

It was the free-market Right – those most opposed to state in-
tervention and public debt – who sold politicians the “solution” 
to this conundrum (and delivered the crisis that followed). Their 
answer was unlimited personal credit and private debt.

Deregulated credit-debt became the weapon of choice in a pro-
cess that has transferred real wealth from the poor to the rich. 
It also subtly downgraded people’s birthright identity as “cit-
izens,” replacing it with the inferior status of “consumers” or 
“customers.”

Consumption has come to define who we are, and what we are 
worth – enhanced status then being entirely conditional upon an 
ability to buy.

Our more important dependencies on others – for kindness, 
laughter, security and recognition – have been progressively re-
placed by cash transactions. Those without the ability to buy 
become worth less (a short step from worthless). And those 
of “value” find their status comes at the cost of making others 
cheaper.

Little wonder that today, crises of identity, belonging and men-
tal health proliferate. They are the byproducts of an econom-
ics intentionally polarizing between the rich and poor, between 
the productive and the disposable. Those still willing to dance 
around dementia’s invisible walls make a mockery of where this 
economics takes you.

I’ve just finished this piece after an overnight stint in the Not-
tingham Arts Theatre. In an act of undoubted negative produc-
tivity its staff opened their doors to the homeless. Volunteers 

came in with the snow, bearing gifts of food, tea and time. Ir-
respective of their age, gender, or race all seemed to be drawn 
from the stagnant sector of the economy. They represented the 
compassionate edge of a society that still banks onshore, pays its 
taxes, and looks after its vulnerable.

In contrast, no matter how productive they might be elsewhere, 
Siri never turned up at the night shelter to lift a finger. Alexa 
never served a cup of tea or handed out a blanket. No avatars 
went out into the snow, fishing rough sleepers out of doorways. 
All this was done by human beings. Productivity and growth 
never came into it, just kindness and decency.

This is what tomorrow’s economics must be built around. Those 
who slept soundly last night, protected from the blizzards out-
side, may not get much of a say in this revolution in economic 
thinking, but their plea to the rest of us was no less clear.

Alan Simpson is a recovering UK politician who now advises the 
Labour leadership on energy and climate policy. He lives in an 
eco-house in Nottingham and is a net supplier of clean electric-
ity to the grid.

Originally published by the Centre for the Understanding of 
Sustainable Prosperity. www.cusp.ac.uk

Lift me like  an olive branch  
and be my homeward dove

Raise a tent  of shelter now,  
though every thread is torn

Dance me through the panic  
till I’m gathered safely in

Dance me to the end of love

https://www.cusp.ac.uk/themes/aetw/as_dance-me-to-the-end-of-love/
https://www.coastmountainexpeditions.com/
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Quantitative Easing
Sordid tales of the “magic money tree”

by Joyce Nelson

At first, viewers and listeners might 
have thought British Prime Minis-
ter Theresa May was dreaming up 
her own Harry Potter-esque fic-
tion series, perhaps as relief from 
the gruelling demands of the 2017 
election campaign. 

During an election special on BBC ra-
dio’s “Question Time” in June 2017, two 
public sector nurses brought up the issue 
of pay. One said, “My wage slips from 
2009 reflect exactly what I’m earning to-
day. How can that be fair, in the light of 
the job that we do?” Another nurse said 
that the cap on pay raises since 2010 had 
actually meant a decrease in his salary of 
14%, “So don’t tell us we’re getting a pay 
rise,” he said.

While promising to put more money into 
the National Health Service (NHS), May 
answered that “there isn’t a magic money 
tree that we can shake that suddenly pro-
vides for everything that people want.” 
Then another audience member accused 
May of “cutting NHS spending while 
cutting taxes for the rich.” To which May 
again replied, “We have to make sure that 
we are managing our money carefully be-
cause at the end of the day there isn’t a 
magic money tree that suddenly delivers 
all the money everybody wants for the 
spending everybody wants.”

Of course, social media had a field day 
with this, asserting that there was also no 
magic nurses tree, no magic doctors tree, 
etc., but the best retort came from some-

one named Richard Murphy, who re-
sponded: “I have to tell Theresa May that 
there is a magic money tree. She know-
ingly used it to fund 435 billion pounds 
sterling of QE [quantitative easing] to 
bail out banks.” 

While others have quoted a slightly 
smaller figure of 375 billion pounds, Mr. 
Murphy raised an important point. 

There is a “magic money tree,” and the fi-
nancial sector has benefited greatly from 
its shakedown over the last nine years. 
Quantitative easing has rarely been ex-
plained to us serfs, but it is basically the 
creation of money by a central bank (like 

the Bank of England), ostensibly to shift 
the economy in a desired direction. 

Central banks in the G7, including in 
Canada, have been using QE through-
out the decade since the 2008 crash and 
Great Recession. There is a similar “mag-
ic money tree” in the US. Economist Mi-
chael Hudson observed in 2017, “$4.3 
trillion has been provided to the banks 
by the Federal Reserve in quantitative 
easing to keep the interest rates down. 
So if you’re a good bank customer, you 
can borrow from the bank at two per cent, 
you can borrow to take over a company 
or to buy stocks or to buy risky bonds that 
are yielding more, and you can make an 

©T
ax

Re
ba

te
.o

rg
.u

k



watershedsentinel.ca | 27

arbitrage. That is, you can make in divi-
dends or interest more than you have to 
pay” back to the Fed. The Fed shook that 
“magic money tree” and simply created 
the money needed for quantitative easing, 
providing it to the private banks. 

As Web of Debt author Ellen Brown not-
ed, “When that program was initiated, 
critics called it recklessly hyperinflation-
ary; but it did not create even the mod-
est 2% inflation the Fed was aiming for. 
Combined with ZIRP – zero interest rates 
for banks – it encouraged borrowing for 
speculation, driving up the stock market 
and real estate; but the Consumer Price 
Index, productivity and wages barely 
budged.” 

That’s because the QE cash didn’t go into 
the real economy, it went into tax havens 
and private vaults, after being used by 
the banksters and their corporate cronies 
for stock buybacks, paying down loans, 
buying real estate, and mergers and ac-
quisitions. 

As Hudson noted, “Banks lend mainly 
to other financial institutions. They don’t 
lend to factories that are creating jobs. 
They don’t lend out for goods and ser-
vices. They lend to other financial insti-
tutions. The whole economy has turned 
into trying to make money on speculation 
and arbitrage, not producing goods and 
services, not on hiring people to actually 
do work.”

“People’s QE”

The amount of QE is astonishing when 
you add it all up: at least £375 billion from 
the Bank of England to UK banks; $4.3 
trillion from the US Fed to Wall Street 
banks; €1.34 trillion from the European 
Central Bank to European banks and cor-
porations. When you add in QE by other 
central banks – like Switzerland’s, Swe-

leader Jeremy Corbyn even proposed a 
“people’s QE” during the 2017 election.) 
Some call it “helicopter money,” or “peo-
ple’s QE,” or “cash for the undeserving 
poor” (according to the angry rich).

But as British journalist Simon Jen-
kins noted, “Why not try it? All else has 
failed.” To prevent another giant reces-
sion, he urged in 2016, “Just give people 
the money ... hand it to those most like-
ly to spend it: the poor.... Whatever you 
do, don’t give it to banks. They will just 
hoard it or use it to boost house prices.”

If all this sounds familiar to Canadian 
readers, it is likely because the issue of 
taking back the money-creation function 
of Canada’s central bank (a focus in Be-
yond Banksters) has become a major dis-
cussion point for many. The movement 
for federal governments to take back their 
own sovereign powers of money-creation 
is growing around the world.

Condensed from Chapter 3 in Joyce 
Nelson’s latest book, Bypassing Dysto-
pia, available from Watershed Sentinel 
books. The full version of this chapter is 
available online at www.watershedsenti-
nel.ca

den’s, and Canada’s – the figure comes to 
about US $20 trillion as of summer 2017.

In 2016 when I wrote Beyond Banksters, 
it was being reported that eight obscenely 
rich men owned almost as much wealth 
as half the world’s population. By sum-
mer 2017, so much money had gushed-
up to the super-rich that the new figure 
was five men owning that much, with the 
middle class in a rapid downward spiral.

In big cities, you can see it in the stores 
around us, where the choices seem to 
be Saks Fifth Avenue or Dollarama – or 
more likely, Saks Fifth Avenue and sec-
ond-hand thrift shops with lots of shut-
tered stores in between. One consultant 
calls it the “high-low” – meaning that 
high-end and low-end stores “are do-
ing better than ever, and middle-income 
stores are collapsing.”

Some economists have been seriously 
discussing the equivalent of a “magic 
money tree” for the rest of us. Under this 
proposal new money would be created 
by central banks, as with QE, but instead 
would be spent into the economy by the 
government to boost investment, em-
ployment, and incomes. (British Labour 

“This uplifting tome offers well-founded hope...”

“A roadmap to liberation from the greedy banksters’ 
death grip on our environment and societies.”

Joyce Nelson

Bypassing Dystopia
Hope-filled challenges to corporate rule

The Sequel to Beyond Banksters
Watershed Sentinel Books
www.watershedsentinel.ca/bypassing-dystopia 

$20 
 ISBN 978-0-9953286-3-1

https://watershedsentinel.ca/bypassing-dystopia/
https://watershedsentinel.ca
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Climate Costs
Billionaires, bankers and Big Oil should pay, not taxpayers 

by Dave Mills

On January 28, I joined Dogwood’s 
Comox Valley volunteers at Courtenay 
City Hall on Vancouver Island. We were 
there to hear Andrew Gage describe 
why coal, oil, and gas companies should 
help pay for the damage their products 
are inflicting on our communities.

Andrew is a lawyer with West Coast 
Environmental Law. We invited him to 
Courtenay to pitch WCEL’s Climate Ac-
countability Letters campaign to the new 
city council. Our hope was that Courtenay 
would join a growing list of BC munic-
ipalities sending these letters to Big Oil.

Together, the world’s 20 largest fossil fuel 
companies are responsible for roughly a 
third of the greenhouse gases in the at-
mosphere today. Many have also funded 
decades-long disinformation campaigns 
designed to dissuade governments from 
taking action on climate.

The idea is to get enough Canadian mu-
nicipalities together to eventually launch 
a legal action and start recovering costs.

As I watched Courtenay councillors di-
gest Mr. Gage’s presentation, I started 
thinking about the various ways we’ve 
grappled with this clear and present dan-
ger – and the shifts in tactics we need to 
make going forward.

Growing liability

With each passing season, liabilities 
thrust upon us by our leaders’ irrespon-

sible handling of the climate crisis grow. 
The Insurance Bureau of Canada (IBC) 
found severe weather last year cost Ca-
nadians $1.9 billion dollars. But for every 
dollar paid out by private insurers, gov-
ernments pay another three to repair the 
damage to public infrastructure.

All told, taxpayers faced costs of $5.7 bil-
lion in 2018. And as weather events grow 
more extreme, that number keeps going 
up. Climate accountability letters are a 
way for local communities to signal to 
polluters: we don’t intend to pay for your 
mess forever.

Practicality aside, there’s symbolism in-
volved here that matters. Oil industry 
lobbyists are great at deflecting blame for 
climate change onto everyday people. It’s 
your fault, they say, for driving the kids 
to soccer practice. You’re all hypocrites, 
they say, while doing everything in their 
power to delay the transition to renew-
able energy.

It’s time to shift the blame where it really 
belongs: on the billionaires, bankers, and 
Big Oil companies who have polluted our 
planet and our politics.

How can a self-avowed progressive like 
Justin Trudeau listen to the world’s lead-
ing climate scientists say we have 12 
years to avert climate catastrophe – then 
turn around and commit billions of our 
tax dollars to building the Trans Mountain 
bitumen pipeline? How can Premier John 
Horgan feel proud of offering $6.6 billion 

in tax breaks to Royal Dutch Shell and 
Asia’s biggest state-owned oil companies?
As the climate crisis worsens, Canadian 
taxpayers aren’t just stuck paying for the 
damage done by oil companies. We’re 
also paying them to make it worse. It tells 
me our tactics need a reframe.

Change agents for changing times

In recent years, when British Columbians 
stepped up to defend their home from oil 
companies run amok (for example during 
the fight to halt Northern Gateway), the 
path to victory was clear: stop one inch of 
pipeline heading for the coast and defuse 
the carbon bomb heading for the atmo-
sphere.

This was a David vs Goliath struggle 
fought in regulatory hearings, on the 
streets, at the ballot box and eventually 
in the courts. That basic template was 
replicated across the continent, because it 
worked. The goal was to put a spotlight 
on bad projects and articulate who stood 
to gain and who was going to lose. The 
longer governments and investors were 
stuck in those controversies, the less like-
ly they would be to see them through.

Despite the righteousness of the epic fa-
ble, and real victories achieved, I think 
this formula has run its course. David can 
still defeat Goliath, but the battleground 
is shifting. Oil companies are learning 
how to flip the narrative so they become 
the victims, at the mercy of a contrived 
Big Green machine.
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Meanwhile their lobbyists blackmail pol-
iticians. If you stop the fossil fuel merry-
go-round, they tell our leaders, we’ll pull 
our investments. Move to some corrupt 
dictatorship with no rules or regulations. 
And in the process, we will crash your 
economy. Millions will suffer. And it will 
all be your fault.

It’s time to put some backbone back in 
our politicians. It’s time to rebuild the 
links of accountability between local 
people and their leaders. And the easiest 
place to start is at the level closest to our 
everyday lives.

An army of Davids

Luckily we’re not starting from scratch. 
Getting Big Money out of BC politics 
was a major step forward in accountabili-
ty. Now, at least, the most overt influence 
peddling and vote buying is against the 
law. Next, we need to build unbendable 

public pressure for a corruption inquiry, 
to give people answers as to what the hell 
happened in our province over the last 20 
years. That, too, is about accountability.

Meanwhile, actions taken by municipal-
ities across BC are having ripple effects 
that could lead shareholders to grapple 
with the reality that profits might soon be 
directed to funding a sea wall in Courte-
nay – rather than deposited in their invest-
ment accounts. On March 4th, the City of 
Courtenay became the 20th local govern-
ment to vote to send a letter. Other recent 
votes to send letters include the Village of 
Alert Bay (January 14); the Village of New 

Denver (January 22) and the North Coast 
Regional District (January 23). Big Oil 
knows the free ride is coming to an end.

Dogwood’s growing campaign against 
corporate welfare for oil companies, and 
WCEL’s Climate Accountability Letters 
campaign are strategies which take some of 
the pressure off individual citizens and put it 
where it belongs – on the people who caused 
and allowed the climate crisis to continue.

Dave Mills is a political organizer with 
Dogwood. He lives in Union Bay. You can 
read more of his work at https://dog-
woodbc.ca/news/author/dmills/

Oil industry lobbyists are great at deflecting blame for 
climate change onto everyday people. It’s your fault, 

they say, for driving the kids to soccer practice. 
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Stranded Sector
Alberta’s oilsands flatline; TMX’s boondoggle status soars

by Watershed Sentinel Staff

In an open letter published in the Na-
tional Observer on March 5, economist 
Robyn Allan warns Alberta Premier 
Rachel Notley and opposition leader 
Jason Kenney that Alberta is entering 
into an era of stranded oilsands assets 
that are “the most challenging issue in 
your province’s history.”

This challenge awaits because the oil-
sands are no longer a growth sector, but 
a mature sector where “discussions have 
transitioned from the inevitability of rap-
id oilsands expansion to how best to sus-
tain current production.”

Market interventions and increased oil 
industry subsidies won’t help, she writes. 
This hasn’t stopped the sector from “an-
gling for taxpayer handouts by pretend-
ing another wave of oilsands investments 
is just on the horizon.” 

Investment decisions, lobbying efforts, 
downsizing, limited access to lending, 
and “clever avoidance of growing envi-
ronmental liabilities” betray efforts to 

just maintain production levels, and not 
expand. “Stop listening to what oilsands 
producers say and watch what they do.” 

Allan also notes that the exit of major 
players from the oilsands – Statoil, Mara-
thon Oil, Royal Dutch Shell, Total, Mur-
phy Oil, ConocoPhillips – signals that the 
sector’s zenith is past.

Allan also points out that because oil-
sands growth is over, future supply will 
not be able to support the Trans Moun-
tain pipeline expansion – the full cost of 
which, she estimates, has grown to $10 
billion.

In an economic analysis, Allan then takes 
aim at Trans Mountain from another an-
gle.

Trans Mountain’s contracts are a “whop-
ping commercial burden” for the ship-
pers, she writes. The contracts require the 
costs of the project be paid in full by the 
toll rates charged to oil producers, who 
have signed 15 or 20 year contracts. Since 
the contracts are “take or pay,” producers 
are on the hook for the growing pipeline 
expansion costs “whether the company 
needs the capacity or not.”

Using the example of Cenovus, who’ve 
signed on for 125,000 barrels a day of 
capacity, Allan calculates “it will cost 
Cenovus about $7.75 a barrel just to get 
its dilbit to where it can be loaded in a 
tanker.” Add in roughly $6 per barrel for 
marine shipping, and accessing markets 

in Asia could cost producers around $14 
extra per barrel.

All this when heavy oil prices on the 
Gulf Coast are higher than in Asia, and 
it’s cheaper to move oil to the US via En-
bridge Line 3 or Keystone XL pipelines.

“Why would oilsands producers, with 
insufficient supply, risk staying commit-
ted to Trans Mountain’s expansion under 
these expensive commercial terms?” asks 
Allan. “Unless these shippers are offered 
even greater subsidies than they’ve al-
ready received through toll reductions 
on the existing line, it’s very likely they 
won’t.”

According to Allan, shippers can use an 
escape hatch written into Trans Moun-
tain’s contracts to bail, or apply leverage 
for further toll subsidies.

“Canadians are increasingly aware of the 
boondoggle Trans Mountain’s purchase 
has become and have little tolerance for 
more subsidies.”

“The days of rapid oilsands expansion are 
not numbered, they are over – big busi-
ness, the economy and ecosystem say so. 
No amount of taxpayer funded subsidies 
can incentivize oil producers to invest in 
oilsands expansion when they must put 
their efforts toward sustaining output. 
Trans Mountain’s expansion makes no fi-
nancial or economic sense for an industry 
at this stage of its life cycle. Politicians 
that don’t get in line will be left behind.”
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People & Planet
What’s the Deal with the Green New Deal?

Excerpted by Watershed Sentinel staff from resilience.org

The 14-page resolution to adopt a Green New Deal, pre-
sented to the US Congress on February 7 by Representative 
Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez and Senator Ed Markey, proposes 
sweeping changes to the principles guiding the action of the 
US federal government. The document, which is primarily 
a political manifesto, is inspired by the New Deal – a set of 
social measures that allowed the United States to overcome 
the market crash of 1929.

For the authors, our salvation rests entirely on deliberate gov-
ernmental measures rather than the play of market forces. This 
is in direct and unvarnished opposition to the precepts of neo-
liberalism, which claim that only business, free from all con-
straints, is able to play an effective role. In addition, the Green 
New Deal strongly affirms the need for more equity and social 
justice. It calls for universal social programs and money trans-
fers to the poorest segments of the population.

Environmental measures

• To achieve a neutral level of CO2 emissions by 2050, which 
means that some emissions would be allowed and that the 
remaining emissions would be offset by carbon sequestra-
tion measures.

• Energy should be 100% supplied by zero-emission renew-
ables and smart grids.

• All buildings in the country should be upgraded to maxi-
mize their energy efficiency.

• There should be a massive development of the “clean” in-
dustry sector and a deep decarbonization of the rest.

• We should strive for sustainable family farming, improving 
soil quality and food quality, while reducing GHG emis-
sions.

• We should eliminate emissions from the transportation sec-
tor “to the extent possible,” through zero-emission vehicles 
and public transit.

• Carbon sequestration “by recognized low tech means,” es-
pecially reforestation.

• Restoration of damaged ecosystems.

Political goals

• Federal financing of companies working toward the Green 
New Deal (grants).

• Amending laws to take into account all social and environ-
mental costs and to align with the principles of the Green 
New Deal.

• Providing resources and training (including academic) so 
that all communities, even the most marginalized, have the 
means to do their part.

• Federal investment in the development of new clean tech-
nologies.

• Planning the economy in a way that fosters revitalization of 
regional economies.

• Focusing on local democracy in decision making.
• Creating well-paid union jobs and promoting trade unions.
• Protecting public lands against mining and industrial inter-

ests.
• A universal health system, economic security for all citi-

zens and guaranteed access to drinking water.

In its current form, the Green New Deal seems utopian. Like 
so many similar plans before it, it is meant to bring renewed 
prosperity, to generate the financial resources necessary for its 
implementation. 

Although the plan may seem naive at first sight, the conservative 
elements of the American political class have understood that 
such a proposal would have been politically out of order just two 
years ago and that the interest it is attracting indicates that the 
neoliberal order is rapidly losing its legitimacy. 

The fate of this manifesto will be interesting to see.

Source: www.resilience.org/stories/2019-02-15/the-meaning-
of-the-green-new-deal/
Read the full Green New Deal proposal: https://assets.docu-
mentcloud.org/documents/5729033/Green-New-Deal-FINAL.
pdf

https://assets.documentcloud.org/documents/5729033/Green-New-Deal-FINAL.pdf
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Sour Seas
Multiple stressors and unknown unknowns

by Gavin MacRae

The depths of the ocean are slowing 
climate change, but at a cost. Seawa-
ter acidity is increasing as the oceans 
absorb carbon dioxide from fossil fuels.
 
Average surface ocean pH is now 30% 
more acidic than in pre-industrial times. 
In a business-as-usual scenario, by 2100, 
ocean water could be over one-and-a-half 
times more acidic.

The effects of ocean acidification can be 
grouped into “known knowns, known un-
knowns, and unknown unknowns,” says 
Wiley Evans, a chemical oceanographer 
leading ocean acidification research for 
the Hakai Institute. Evans is riffing on 
an old Donald Rumsfeld quote because, 
although the underlying chemistry is 
straightforward, the full consequences of 
ocean acidification are uncharted. “A lot 
of what is unknown is at the species lev-
el,” he says. Only a handful of organisms 
have been thoroughly tested for their re-
sponse to rising acidity. “And then there’s 
the ecosystem response – how impacts on 
one organism is going to affect the whole 
food web, and the ecosystems that those 
organisms reside in. So pretty quickly it 
snowballs into a lot of unknowns.”

Biologists, chemical and physical ocean-
ographers, geneticists, and other experts 
are now working together to investigate 
these unknowns. Research into ocean 
carbonate chemistry has been done since 
the 1970s, but only in 2003 did the term 
ocean acidification come into use. It’s 
now an “exploding field,” says Evans. 

“It really is interdisciplinary, it relies on 
the physics and the biology, and the eco-
system level [research], and so ecologists 
and modellers and everyone is really 
working together to try and understand 
the breadth of the problem.” 

The dynamic ocean environment makes 
the research complex. “The pH of the 
ocean changes constantly,” says Mark 
Spalding, president of the Ocean Foun-
dation, an environmental organization 
based in Washington, DC. “It fluctuates 
daily, it fluctuates seasonally, it fluctu-
ates with El Niño events, it fluctuates 
when you have an upwelling from the 
deep ocean.” Ocean acidity also differs 
by location. Natural factors dominate the 
exchange of atmospheric carbon dioxide 
into the ocean, but just as with atmo-
spheric carbon, additional emissions have 
tipped the scales.

Ocean acidification also has to be disen-
tangled from other co-occurring climate 
change stressors such as warming water 
and deoxygenation. Each effect is worry-
ing on its own; combined, these multiple 
stressors are greater than the sum of their 
parts.

Despite this complexity, ocean acidifica-
tion is caused by simple chemical reac-
tions.

“It’s pretty much just like high school 
level chemistry,” says Evans. “As you in-
crease carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, 
it’s not all going to stay there, it’s going to 

want to move into an area of lower con-
centration, and CO2 gas will dissolve into 
seawater.” 

When carbon dioxide in the air reacts 
with seawater it forms carbonic acid. 
This carbonic acid then breaks down into 
bicarbonate and a hydrogen ion. The pH 
of a solution (how acidic or basic a it is) 
is determined by the concentration of hy-
drogen ions – the more hydrogen ions, 
the more acidic. Ocean water hasn’t be-
come an actual acid, but its alkalinity is 
declining.
 
Surplus hydrogen ions then bond with 
carbonate ions also found in seawater to 
form more bicarbonate.
 
Impact on shellfish

Many types of shelled organisms build 
their shells by combining carbonate ions 
with calcium to form calcium carbon-
ate. But because some of the carbonate 
ions have already bonded with hydro-
gen ions, shellfish, mullusks, corals, and 
other shelled creatures face a scarcity of 
carbonate ions with which to build their 
shells.

“The first time we really noticed this was 
happening was with oysters in the Pacif-
ic Northwest of the United States,” says 
Spalding. “The largest oyster farming 
business in the world … saw a dramat-
ic loss in production as a result of some 
acidic events.” Since then, ocean acidi-
fication has become an ongoing concern 



for shellfish farmers, particularly for op-
erations in developing countries lacking 
the technology to monitor and react to pH 
changes.

Shellfish are most vulnerable to acidi-
ty as tiny, newly hatched larvae, when 
they have to exert a tremendous amount 
of energy to build their first shell. The 
scarcity of carbonate can either prove 
fatal, or the shellfish “end up with very 
deformed shells and thinner shells, and 
become more susceptible to predators,” 
says Spalding.

The same threat applies to urchins, snails, 
seastars, and corals, although the exact 
chemical process can vary. In a study 
conducted near a volcanic seep which 
emulated future CO2 levels, “triton shell” 
sea snails were found to have their shell 
thickness halved, and in some cases so 
dissolved their body tissue was exposed.
The most urgent example of shell cor-
rosion may be to creatures near the base 
of the food chain called pteropods, com-
monly known as sea butterflies. 

“They look like minuscule snails with 
wings,” says Spalding, “and they’re hav-
ing a very, very hard time forming their 
shells.” Field observations have recently 
confirmed that pteropod shells in an area 
of increased acidity in the Gulf of Alaska 
are dissolving. “If the ocean continues to 
have its chemistry change … we could 

Continued on Page 34  
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Sour Seas continued

have a rippling effect where the food 
resource for other animals in the ocean, 
and up the food chain, has a rippling col-
lapse,” says Spalding.

For corals, ocean acidification is only one 
ingredient: “warmer waters, thanks to cli-
mate change, nutrient pollution, oxygen 
deprivation, and then you add in ocean 
acidification, and you’ve got a horrible 
recipe for collapse of coral systems,” 
says Spalding. “The current predictions 
are losses of 90% or more of our coral 
reefs by 2030.”

At rock bottom on the marine food chain 
are diatoms – microscopic, single-celled 
algaes encased in shells of transparent 
silica. They live near the surface of the 
ocean, transforming sunlight to sugars 
via photosynthesis. When they die, a per-
centage fall to the ocean floor, sequester-
ing carbon. 

Iron uptake in diatoms

Diatoms are immensely important to the 
marine food web, and to all life on earth 
– cycling about 20% of the oxygen we 
breathe. Research published in Nature in 
2018 suggests ocean acidification could 
threaten diatom populations – but not 
by hindering shell formation. Increased 
acidity, for an unknown reason, prevents 
the uptake of iron that diatoms need to 
proliferate. Diatom numbers are already 
in decline, and rising surface ocean tem-
peratures are suspected. A crash in dia-
tom populations could cripple the ocean’s 
ability to cycle carbon dioxide, accelerat-
ing further climate change.

Fish are not off the hook in the struggle 
to adapt to a more acidic environment, ei-
ther. Tests conducted in the National Oce-
anic and Atmospheric Administration’s 
Fisheries research lab showed salmon 
exposed to future pH levels were less re-

sponsive to the smell of salmon skin ex-
tract, which would normally warn the fish 
of a predator attack and prompt them to 
hide or flee. Testing of the salmons’ nose 
and brain tissue indicated that the fish 
could still detect the scent, but were not 
interpreting and acting on the trigger. 

Other behaviours relying on scent – re-
production, navigation, and finding food 
– are also likely affected. Similar research 
has shown elevated CO2 concentrations to 
blunt prey detection in sharks, and affect 
the ability of reef fish to discern healthy 
reef habitat.

Some species are predicted to benefit 
from ocean acidification, but this isn’t 
necessarily a good thing. Research from 
the Canary Islands suggests the algae 
Vicicitus globosus, found from temperate 
regions to the tropics, will thrive in rising 
CO2 levels. Toxic blooms of V.globosus 
are already known to cause fish kills, and 
now, researchers say, “may pose an emer-
gent threat to coastal communities, aqua-
culture and fisheries.” 

Krill probably OK

Other organisms may shrug off ocean 
acidification altogether. Krill are small 
crustaceans found in all oceans, and an es-
sential food source for marine mammals 
and seabirds in the Southern Ocean. In a 
2018 study published in Communications 
Biology, adult Antarctic krill, in acidity 
simulating near-future conditions, were 
able to go about their business undis-
turbed. The krill’s resilience is attributed 
to a special  structure in their gills able to 
balance body fluid pH. Krill eggs and em-
bryos, however, don’t have this ability, so 
the results are not definitive.

The sum of these effects (and several 
more) put future food security in doubt. 
Evans says that the capacity of the oceans 

to feed us could be threatened when we 
need it most. “We need to divest from 
cattle production, as they’re major con-
tributors to CO2 emissions, and we’ll be 
relying more on aquaculture and fishing 
… and so we essentially could be in a 
bottleneck, where some of these species 
that we’re going to try and grow are go-
ing to have difficulty.” 

Ocean acidification may have caused 
events in the earth’s history that go well 
beyond concerns over food security. 
Research published in Science in 2015 
puts forward the theory that modern day 
ocean acidification has chilling parallels 
with the Permo-Triassic mass extinction, 
also known by its cheerful nickname, the 
Great Dying. 

Around 252 million years ago, volca-
noes belched huge quantities of carbon 
dioxide into the atmosphere over tens-of-
thousands of years. This in turn triggered 
a spike in ocean acidity that the research 
suggests killed up to 96% of marine life. 
During the Great Dying, CO2 levels in the 
ocean shot up about as quickly as they are 
today.

“Climate change is physics, and ocean 
acidification is chemistry,” says Spalding, 
“but they’re both the same carbon diox-
ide molecules. Our ocean is our biggest 
sink for our carbon emissions, but there 
are limits. It can only take so much.”

Sponsored by Friends of Cortes Island

https://www.friendsofcortes.org/
https://www.friendsofcortes.org/
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Forest Reserve Driveby
Another coho habitat faces off against logging trucks

A beautiful example of coastal coho 
salmon spawning habitat is suddenly at 
risk again, despite its protection within 
a community ecological reserve. 

Back in 1993, people from Read, Quadra, 
Maurelle, Sonora, and Rendezvous Is-
lands raffled art, peddled door to door, 
held dances, and sewed and sold reus-
able shopping bags. The three-year effort 
raised $78,000 for the Surge Narrows 
Community Association to purchase 
twenty acres of mature forest near the 
Surge Narrows Elementary School. 

This plot, called the Surge Narrows Lot 
309 Fish and Forest Reserve, was bought 
to protect the coho salmon spawning 
channels of Bird Cove Creek from the 
impacts of nearby logging. At the time, 
the Department of Fisheries and Oceans 
and the Ministry of Forests wrote letters 
of support for this progressive approach 

to balancing forestry and fisheries’ needs. 
The community was jubilant, and the 
purchase was supposed to protect the 
coho bearing stream for generations. 

Now, a private land owner selling logs to 
Island Timberlands will run over a hun-
dred logging truck trips beside the frag-
ile spawning grounds. To do this, plans 
are to expand a 300m section of a single 
lane, gravel road running alongside and 
within two feet of the Forest Reserve’s 
coho bearing tributary. The road is not 
engineered to hold the weight of loaded 
logging trucks. On one side of the road 
is a steep rocky incline, on the other is 
the soft streambank. There is a very high 
risk of silt, mud, and rock sliding into the 
spawning channel gravel where it will 
smother incubating coho eggs.  

The community requested the logs be 
transported by an existing, properly-en-
gineered forest service road at the back 
of the property where the trees are felled. 
The contractor refused because he will 
have to haul the logs uphill. Nor will 
the contractor consider waiting until the 
“reduced risk work window” for coho in 
June to August, after the eggs are hatched 
into mobile little fish and potentially 
more able to survive damage to the creek. 

In December, the Surge Narrows com-
munity blockaded the road, because 
the logging contractor had started road 
expansion with no plan and no permit. 
Building was underway when the com-
munity finally gained access to the Envi-

ronmental Report for the road expansion. 
The Ministry of Transportation recently 
issued a permit for “commercial access,” 
regardless of risk to salmon habitat, and 
they have refused to supply a copy of the 
approved permit or further information. 

Twenty-five years after the purchase of 
the Surge Narrows Fish and Forest Re-
serve, DFO offers no help – they will 
only act if serious harm is proven. The 
BC Ministries of the Environment and of 
Natural Resources have also waived re-
sponsibility.  

History proves the devastating impacts 
of industrial accidents and how quickly 
they happen, yet no mandate for the “pre-
cautionary principle” exists in federal or 
provincial legislation. Furthermore, ad-
herence to any standards or procedures is 
left solely up to the permit holder with no 
system for ensuring compliance.

The Surge Narrows community under-
stands salmon stocks are in free fall, and 
that salmon are a foundation species on 
the coast, supporting everything from 
grizzlies to orcas to fisherfolk. The Lot 
309 stream is a small but healthy salmon 
habitat. It is like hundreds of others in the 
Discovery Islands – many of which are 
already damaged or destroyed by logging 
activities. This one we are watching.

Surge Narrows Forest Advisory Commit-
tee and Surge Narrows Community As-
sociation have been representing these 
community concerns on Read Island.

by Eve Flager & Maya Weichelt for Surge Narrows Forest Advisory Committee

https://www.facebook.com/SurgeNarrowsCommunityAssociation/
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Wild Times Dream Parks 

by Joe Foy

For well over a century people have 
been adding wildlands to BC’s federal 
and provincial parks system. BC’s parks 
are now famous in Canada and some of 
the best in the world. Yet they are still 
very much a work in progress, and not 
without flaws. 

Just about every BC park has come from 
a dream. It takes a special type of person 
to dream the future and then get others 
to buy into their vision of a place where 
wildlife has room to thrive and where an-
cient cultures maintain a connection to 
landscapes that house creation stories. I 
have been blessed to have met a number 
of park dreamers. 

Chief Ruby Dunstan is a park dreamer 
whose words and determined actions to 
protect the Stein River Valley from log-
ging in the 1980s resulted in the desig-
nation of the Stein Valley Nlaka’pamux 
Heritage Provincial Park in 1995. 

Chief Dunstan’s clear vision of the rela-

tionship between nature and Indigenous 
cultures still rings true today as a com-
pelling argument for enshrining First Na-
tions’ authority to designate and manage 
park lands in BC. A huge flaw in BC’s 
current system is that First Nations’ man-
agement authority is not in place for all 
parks. That has to change. 

Gwen Barlee was my colleague at the 
Wilderness Committee for almost two 
decades. Sadly, Gwen passed away af-
ter a year-long fight with cancer in 2017. 
She was an extraordinary park dreamer, 
whose ideas shape my thinking today. 
Gwen, who grew up in the Okanagan, 
had seen first-hand that many kinds of 
wildlife are disappearing because not 
enough habitat has been protected. 

BC’s park system is too small. In too 
many cases, low elevation habitats have 
been excluded from parks because of 
lobbying by commercial interests. Gwen 
had been working on the proposed South 
Okanagan-Similkameen National Park 

Reserve, which will provide strong pro-
tection for the habitats of the many spe-
cies at risk in this part of the province – a 
dream that many others share.

Carolyn Schramm and Gary Diers are 
park dreamers who live near the village 
of Argenta, on the shore of Kootenay 
Lake. They see the need to expand the 
fabulous Purcell Wilderness Conservan-
cy Provincial Park and Protected Area, by 
including a wild area known as the Ar-
genta-Johnsons Landing Face. 

The Argenta Face encompasses 6,200 
hectares of forests and mountain slopes 
rising up to the peak of Mount Willet, 
which overlooks beautiful Kootenay 
Lake. Carolyn and Gary and many oth-
ers are calling on the BC government to  
add the Argenta Face to the Purcell Wil-
derness Conservancy. This has to happen 
fast because a logging company wants 
to start mowing down the forest there, 
and that would be a crying shame. The 
Argenta Face has low elevation forested 

habitats, which are much too rare 
in the BC Parks system.

Want to help fend off the logging 
and get the Argenta Face the pro-
tection it deserves? Of course 
you do! Google search Willet 
Wilderness Forever and use the 
website to write a letter to our 
BC government leaders. Make 
this park dream come true now!

Joe Foy is the co-executive 
director for the Wilderness 
Committee, Canada’s largest 
membership-based wilderness 
preservation organization.
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http://www.willetwildernessforever.ca/take-action/
http://www.willetwildernessforever.ca/take-action/
https://www.wildernesscommittee.org/
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