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What a joy it was on November 4th to see the American people re-
claim their democratic heritage and activate some of the great ideas on 
which their nation was founded. The ones about equality, social justice, 
and hope, which have often been buried beneath the politics of fear in 
that nation. The take-away message from the American election is glar-
ingly obvious – organizing and coalition building work. 

But it takes a lot of it. Democracy is no political system for the lazy, 
the inattentive, or the faint of heart.

The success of that long-slog, co-operative approach can be seen 
closer to home too. One example is the victory of the cosmetic pesticide 
restriction resolution at the Union of BC Municipalities [See page 23.] It 
can also be seen in the slow but sure progress of the global Stockholm 
Convention against Persistent Organic Pollutants [page 5], a treaty which 
was the product of a north-south coalition of activists, and progressive 
governments, including Canada, and the Inuit people. 

Take home? We have a lot to learn from each other. And don’t ago-
nize – organize! Yep, we can! 

Delores Broten, Comox BC, November 2008
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Something 
very special hap-

pened on September 29, 2008 when 
the people of Ecuador approved by 
referendum Rights for Nature in their 
Constitution. This is the first country 
in the world to grant inalienable rights 
to nature. 

In Ecuador, Pachamama, Nature, 
is not an object, nor a commodity to 
exploit and abuse. Pachamama is ma-
dre tierra, Mother Earth; she has her 
own rights, the same as any other sub-
ject in their Constitution. 

The Rights for Nature are based 
on three fundamental natural laws 
that are recognized in Ecuador and 
in the indigenous cultures of South 
America: 

1. We belong to Earth. This is 
exactly the opposite of western cul-
ture where we little humans think 
Earth belongs to us. For them, defend-
ing Earth is then a duty, a responsibil-
ity to be  proud of. 

2. All is related. In Colombia, 
the U’wa people recognize oil as the 
blood of Earth, and the U’wa territory 
is the Earth’s heart. For the Kichwa 
culture in Ecuador, there is a myth 
that talks about a brotherhood bet-
ween monkeys and humans. Another 
tale talks about the first Kichwa as 
related to the black panther. Accord-
ing to the indigenous cosmology, all 
creatures in Nature, humans included, 
share the same energy, samai, and this 
energy gives life to all creatures.    

3. Life is sacred. The Pachamama 
concept is very common in all indig-
enous cultures. It is not easy to fully 
understand, because it covers all as-
pects of life, from the spiritual to the 
material; it is the spiral that represents 
life and death. There is a total inter-
dependency, and respect, between 
Earth and humans. Pachamama is life. 

Rights for Nature
Therefore, reverence for life becomes 
normal.  

This marks a fundamental differ-
ence from our western culture, where 
everything in Nature has a market 
value. For the indigenous cultures, Pa-
chamama is sacred, and therefore, not 
negotiable. In western culture, Nature 
is only something “out there,” which 
provides many resources we utilize 
whatever and whenever we please, 
without any consideration, without 

THE LAND

The Approved Rights for Nature   

Article Rights Entitlement. Persons and people have the fundamental 
rights guaranteed in this Constitution and in the international human rights in-
struments.

Nature is subject to those rights given by this Constitution and Law. 

Chapter: Rights for Nature
Article 1. Nature or Pachamama, where life is reproduced and exists, has 

the right to exist, persist, maintain and regenerate its vital cycles, structure, 
functions and its processes in evolution.

Every person, people, community or nationality, will be able to demand the 
recognitions of rights for nature before the public organisms. The application 
and interpretation of these rights will follow the related principles established in 
the Constitution.

Article 2. Nature has the right to an integral restoration. This integral res-
toration is independent of the obligation on natural and juridical persons or the 
State to indemnify the people and the collectives that depend on the natural 
systems.

In the cases of severe or permanent environmental impact, including the 
ones caused by the exploitation on non-renewable natural resources, the State 
will establish the most efficient mechanisms for the restoration, and will adopt 
the adequate measures to eliminate or mitigate the harmful environmental con-
sequences. 

Article 3. The State will motivate natural and juridical persons as well as 
collectives to protect nature; it will promote respect towards all the elements 
that form an ecosystem. 

Article 4. The State will apply precaution and restriction measures in all 
the activities that can lead to the extinction of species, the destruction of the 
ecosystems or the permanent alteration of the natural cycles.

The introduction of organisms and organic and inorganic material that can 
alter in a definitive way the national genetic patrimony is prohibited. 

Article 5. The persons, people, communities and nationalities will have 
the right to benefit from the environment and form natural wealth that will allow 
wellbeing. 

The environmental services cannot be appropriated; its production, provi-
sion, use and exploitation, will be regulated by the State. 

any thinking of the consequences. Na-
ture is simply there for us to use and 
abuse. Period.  

In western culture we have all 
this knowledge, these technologies, 
yet we still fail to recognize these ba-
sic natural laws and by doing this we 
keep destroying life, without think-
ing that, ultimately, we are destroying 
ourselves. 

t

by Norberto Rodriguez dela Vega 
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BC an inappropriate place to develop an industry around 
electric cars and trucks, perhaps partnerships with others 
in central Canada or innovators such as Tata Industries in 
India would be needed, but the leadership and sponsorship 
would have to come from the provincial government.

Site “C” is not fossil fuel energy, is reliable and 
dependable and could form a significant long term source 
of transportation energy that does not comparatively con-
tribute to climate change.

Aluminum production is interesting, energy inten-
sive, and may have a place in the BC industrial mosaic...
particularly if you are producing electric cars and trucks; 
however, for the resources used, the benefit to BC is minor 
compared to what could be done if those resources were 
redirected, or partly redirected  to other needs of Green 
industries. When the climate change has got to about 4 
degrees Celsius, alternatives such as the Kemano Comple-
tion project will make sense...as there will be no samonoid 
species left in the Nechako.

 Nothing above is intended to marginalize wind, solar, 
tides, etc, as complimentary initiatives to move away from 
fossil fuels. Time is simply of the essence, climate change 
wise, and the above is doable if the political will is present. 
Considering the financial state of the world, inward look-
ing, large scale endeavours in the public sector would be 
timely and strategically appropriate.

  Loren Duncan, Cowichan Valley, BC

Whiskey Golf - One Last Volley
Your January-February 2008 issue’s “Toxic Journal” 

by G. Turnbull was recently brought to my attention. I 
have never read anything so preposterous as to claim gun 
firings are done at a torpedo range. There are NO active 
gunfire ranges in the Strait of Georgia, hence the writer’s 
assertions about depleted uranium being used there are 
groundless and without merit. I strongly recommend Mr 
Turnbull engage in meaningful research before writing 
anything based on unfounded hysteria.

Dave Shirlaw, North Vancouver, BC

More Letters on Page 15

Target the High Income Folks for Change
I was forwarded a link to your recent issue on the rich  

– the article by Barry Saxifrage. I am so glad to see you 
highlight this issue as it is something I have been working 
at myself for a number of years (I did a Master’s in South 
Africa on the subject and am now working on a PhD on 
the matter at Exeter University in the UK) – despairing 
that not more is being done to recognize the importance 
of high-income groups or any work being done by govern-
ments or NGOs to work out how they can be strategically 
targeted for behaviour change. Attached is an article I had 
published on the subject last year as a ‘call to arms’ on the 
subject, and also attached is a paper I have just submitted 
for publication focusing on what I see is a key area to ef-
fect change in affluent groups – identities.  

Well done again in underlining such an important 
case.

Victoria Hurth, Exetor, UK

Carbon: Life & Death Styles of the Rich
An excellent article! A major contribution that wasn’t 

mentioned is that the rich, i.e. most of us, could eat less 
meat. The meat industry as a whole contributes more to 
global warming than all transportation combined. Also, 
if the rest of the world ate meat at the rate we do, there 
wouldn’t be enough land on earth to grow all the food nec-
essary to feed all the animals required.

There is some interesting speculation as to why the 
meat issue receives so little attention. I’ve read elsewhere 
that Greenpeace stays away from the meat issue because by 
addressing it they believe they would lose so much support 
that the net effect would be less achieved on environmental 
issues.

Perhaps an article on the meat issue would be interest-
ing to your readers in a future issue – if you dare!

Dennis Nicoll, Vancouver, BC

A Three Step Program…
Step one:  Build site “C”, a third dam on the Peace 

River, with construction starting the summer of 2010.
Step two: Private public partnership to build elec-

tric cars & trucks in BC.
Step three:  Purchase the provincial based assets of 

Alcan.
All three of the above are primarily non-fossil based 

in nature, although peripherally they do interact with the 
fossil fuel world, particularly during construction.

There is no good reason I can think of that makes 
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Farm Animals Win
The passage of Proposition 2 in 

California during the US election 
was a victory for farm animals in the 
state. The new law phases out some 
of the most restrictive confinement 
systems used by factory farms – ges-
tation crates for breeding pigs, veal 
crates for calves and battery cages for 
egg laying hens – affecting 20 mil-
lion farm animals in the state by sim-
ply granting them space to stand up, 
stretch their limbs, turn around and lie 
down comfortably. The “YES on Prop 
2” campaign was run by Californians 
for Humane Farms, a coalition headed 
by Farm Sanctuary and the Humane 
Society of the United States. 

—Farm Sanctuary, 
November 5, 2008

Endosulfan up for ban
Meeting in Geneva in October, 

the scientific review committee of 
the Stockholm Convention on Persist-
ent Organic Pollutants (POPs Treaty) 
voted unanimously to forward endo-
sulfan for consideration for addition 
to the treaty’s list of chemicals to be 
phased out. 

Endosulfan is a highly toxic, 
persistent, bioaccumulative organo-
chlorine, part of the same family of 
chemicals as DDT. This dangerous 
and antiquated insecticide is already 
banned by the European Union, nine 
west African and several Asian coun-
tries. The production and use of en-
dosulfan remains high in China and 
India and it is still legal in the United 
States and Canada. Scientific review 
of the chemical should take two years, 

November-December 2008
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Compiled by Delores Broten

with a final decision to list and thus 
ban endosulfan expected by govern-
ment representatives in 2011.

The POPS science review com-
mittee also forwarded nine more 
substances for signatory countries to 
consider listing in the Convention in-
cluding Lindane with a pharmaceuti-
cal exemption for lice and scabies.

—PANUPS, Pesticide Action Net-
work North America, 

October 23, 2008; IPEN. 

Small Farmer Suicides
In central India over a thousand 

small farmers a month  are committing 
suicide. They have borrowed money 
to buy “magic” genetically modified 
seeds and then face crop failures and 
the loss of their land. Most of them 
kill themselves by swallowing the 
insecticide they were told they would 
not need with GM seeds. The GM 
seed is up to a thousand times more 
expensive than traditional varieties, 

costing £10 for 100 grams, compared 
with less than £10 for 1,000 times the 
amount of traditional seeds. 

In return for allowing western 
companies access to the huge Indian 
market, India was granted Interna-
tional Monetary Fund loans in the 
1980s and 1990s, helping to launch 
an economic revolution in urban areas 
and resulting in a doubling of the cot-
ton harvest. Many government seed 
banks no longer handle traditional 
seeds. However, the GM cotton has 
fallen victim to bollworm, and also 
requires twice as much water as tra-
ditional varieties, in a region which is 
prone to drought. The resulting crop 
failures do not even allow the promise 
of saving seed for next year because 
the seeds are “terminator” technology 
and will not germinate, so farmers 
must pay the same exorbitant prices 
for a chance at another crop. 

—Mail Online, November 2, 2008, 
www.mailonsunday.co.uk

It looks like it came from outer space, but actually this solar car from Toronto 
was spotted at the Marpole Place community centre in Vancouver, where it 
ducked in to get off the road for Halloween. The car was on its way back from 
Inuvik headed for mile one of the TransCanada Highway in Victoria after having 
crossed Canada, the longest solar-powered journey in the world.

Gudrun Langolf
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by Delores Broten 

Its proponents call 
it “Waste to Energy” 
or WTE, but recycling 
advocates call it “The 
Landfill in the Sky.” 
The great incinera-
tion debate, which the 
environmental movement 
had pretty well won across North America, is back with a 
vengeance. Metro Vancouver is considering several incin-
erators as a solution to its municipal solid waste (MSW) 
garbage problem. 

Right now, BC leads North America in responsible 
actions around waste. The Extended Producer Responsi-
bility Program requires manufacturers to run “take back” 
programs for an expanding set of consumer residues, from 
paint to batteries to electronics. It is through programs like 
this that BC could eventually land on the negative side of 
the waste issue  – Zero Waste.  

In the meantime, the landfills are filling, and more ju-
risdictions are looking to dispose of their waste through as-
sorted forms of burning, be it old fashioned incineration, 
even older incineration like Green Island Energy’s retrofit-
ted pulp mill at Gold River , or newer concepts like gasifica-
tion and PlascoEnergy’s plasma gasification conversion of 
garbage into “products” like syngas. 

But even the most advanced incineration schemes re-
semble a three-for-one pollution option – you get to pollute 
the land, the air, and the water. This is made abundantly clear 
by the Recycling Council of British Columbia’s (RCBC) 
thoughtful examination of Waste to Energy in comparison 
to landfills. In particular, the report examines Plasco, which 
is targeting Vancouver among other cities around the world 
with a heavy sales pitch for its as yet unproven technology. 
A much-vaunted Ottawa demonstration plant has not yet 
dealt with fulltime loads of real garbage after 10 months of 
set up, due to operational problems.

In discussing air pollution, RCBC’s white paper, Ex-
amining The Waste-to-Energy Option, states: “If a Plasco 
facility performs as predicted, heavy metals will primarily 
be an airborne issue. In a landfill, heavy metals are prima-
rily a water pollution issue. It is not clear which of these 
scenarios is preferable from a human or ecological health 
perspective. The priority, therefore, needs to be in remov-
ing these metals from the MSW stream in the first place.”

Going Up to the Landfill in the Sky

The report goes on to 
examine the various 
aspects of pollution, 
with particular at-
tention to green-

house gas genera-
tion, including trucking. 

A big advantage of 
Waste to Energy is energy 

production. However, the en-
e r g y produced is dependent on the energy-intensive 
materials left in the solid waste – wood, paper, plastic and 
compostable material, all of which can be largely diverted 
through recycling programs. Since the bulk of greenhouse 
gases are released during the initial raw resource extraction 
of any material, from oil to aluminium, the best line of ac-
tion is to ensure maximum reuse. Which brings us back to 
Zero Waste. 

Proponents of WTE point out that Europeans run state- 
of-the-art incinerators to dispose of their waste, but recy-
cling activists assert that in Europe, reuse and recycling 
initiatives are more advanced than in North America. The 
entire EU has a target of 50% reduction in MSW by 2020, 
and countries like the Netherlands and Germany already 
recycle two-thirds of their materials. Incineration is truly a 
last resort in Europe. 

RCBC says that the use of Waste To Energy does not 
encourage waste reduction, and that WTE would be quite 
unnecessary if full extended producer responsibility pro-
grams (product stewardship) and full organics diversion 
were in place. A Zero Waste strategy that relies on reduc-
ing, reusing and recycling waste will conserve more energy, 
produce fewer air pollutants and GHG emissions, and will 
help solve the residual problem still present in any WTE 
scenario.

Meanwhile, the Cache Creek landfill environmental 
assessment is underway to expand by 40 hectares, to take 
15 million tonnes of Vancouver’s garbage over the next 20 
to 30 years.

If that landfill expansion proceeds, perhaps by the 
time the great debate re-ignites, the need for sustainable 
resource use will have become an imperative which makes 
such waste unthinkable. 

t
Download the WTE option paper at www.rcbc.bc.ca.
For information on the Plasco process, see www.plas-

coenergygroup.com;

LIFESTYLE

Courtesy of Sam Bradd
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Giving Green
Green shoppers can resist the urge to buy cute or-

ganic t-shirts, designer grocery totes, or high efficiency 
appliances. This year, givers think outside the big box.

To truly shop green this holiday season, we at the 
Sentinel challenged our staff to come up with gifts that 
were used, local, zero waste, and zero emissions. The 
idealized goal should be that nothing new is produced, 
whether it is a gift, wrapping paper, or shopping bag. A 
correlating goal is that no new emissions are released 
by shipping to the merchant.

It’s a lofty goal but here’s what we came up with:

Shop Used
Pawnshops, Antique stores, Used Bookstores, Thrift 
stores, Garage sales, Craigslist and Freecycle

Namesake Donations
A favourite charity/organization, Land Covenant

Services
Offer to cook, babysit, nature walk, 
Compose a song, a poem, a story

Re-Gift
Videos, Dvd’s, collection of Watershed Sentinels

Wrapping/Decorative Ideas
Cookie tins – Bottles/jars
Packaging – Boxes, cardboard tubes
Cloth – Tea towels, sheet, (gift within a gift).
Used greeting cards for tags
Sew an eco bag from scrap material

by Susan MacVittie

While governments 
and industry draft pages 
of policy to try to clean up 
the issue of reducing green-
house gases, the bid for a 
zero waste approach just got 
stronger. Stop Trashing the 
Climate, a report released in 
June by the US-based Glo-
bal Alliance for Incinerator 
Alternatives, reveals that 

significantly decreasing waste sent to landfills and incin-
erators will reduce greenhouse gas emissions equal to clos-
ing one-fifth of US coal-fired power plants. 

Wasting directly impacts climate change because it is 
directly linked to global resource extraction, transporta-
tion, processing and manufacturing. For instance, landfills 
are the largest source of anthropogenic methane emissions 
in the US and methane is 72 times more potent than carbon 
dioxide (CO2) over a 20-year time frame.

As well, incinerators are significant sources of CO2 and 
also emit nitrous oxide, a potent greenhouse gas that is ap-
proximately 300 times more effective than carbon dioxide 
at trapping heat in the atmosphere.

Current assessments of greenhouse gas emissions from 
waste take a narrow view of the potential of the waste sec-
tor to mitigate climate change. Conventional greenhouse 
gas inventory data indicates that the waste sector in the US 
was responsible for 2.6% of all greenhouse gas emissions in 
2005. But this assessment does not include the most signifi-
cant impact of waste disposal. We must continually extract 
new resources to replace those buried or burned. For every 
tonne of discarded products and materials destroyed by in-
cinerators or landfills, about 71 tonnes of manufacturing, 
mining oil and gas exploration, agricultural, coal combus-
tion and other discards are produced.

A Zero Waste approach of preventing waste by reus-
ing, recycling and composting is one of the fastest, cheap-
est and most effective strategies we can use to protect the 
climate and the environment. 

Reducing the amount of materials consumed in the 
first place is vital for combating climate change. In addi-
tion, when recovered materials are reused, recycled, and 
composted within local and regional economies, the cli-

LIFESTYLE

mate protection benefits are even greater because signifi-
cant greenhouse gas emissions associated with the trans-
portation of products and materials are avoided. 

Stop Trashing the Climate presents an eleven step plan 
to move to Zero Waste, most of which can be enacted at the 
municpal level. 

www.stoptrashingtheclimate.org.

Waste Not, WaNt Not
stop trashiNg the plaNet

Igor Kondenko
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Premier Campbell:

“Good morning ladies and gen-
tleman; beautiful morning, but as you 
have guessed, yes, I have some bad 
news. 

Sometimes in government you 
have to make tough decisions – we 
have made a decision that hurts per-
sonally and that I’m sure won’t be 
greeted with pleasure by anybody in 
the province, by those who love the 
Olympics worldwide. But I’m confi-
dent we have made the right decision. 
We are preparing a full disclosure 
document explaining the science and 
policy background to our decision 
and I would just ask that you wait 
until you can digest this information 
before you judge us, before you judge 
me – you know how much these 2010 
Winter Olympics have meant to me.

This morning, I have issued a 
directive to suspend all work on the 
2010 Olympic Games. We are notify-
ing all concerned worldwide that the 
2010 Olympics will be greatly scaled 
down if not cancelled. We have sent a 
letter to the IOC explaining our deci-
sion, and asking for negotiations to 
plan a games for just the athletes with 
a minimal media presence.

Given the escalating seriousness 
of climate change and the need to 
substantially reduce our greenhouse 
gas emissions as quickly as possible, 
we have come to the undeniable con-
clusion that the 2010 Olympics in its 
present form is a luxury we can no 
longer afford. We are going to press 
for an athletes-only games that we 
can all stay home and watch on tel-

evision, with a much smaller, more 
appropriate carbon footprint.

As you know, my government 
has made a commitment to take cli-
mate change seriously and to take 
effective mitigation measures. 

Our government has been plan-
ning emission reductions based on a 
global consensus that we must stay 
below a 2oC rise in temperature to 
hopefully prevent dangerous climate 
change. That means keeping atmos-
pheric levels of greenhouse gases be-
low 450 parts per million as a precau-
tionary ceiling. (We are at 380 ppm 
now, compared to around 280 ppm 
for the ten thousand years preceding 
the industrial revolution.) 

But new emerging climate sci-
ence strongly suggests that this 2 
degree C and 450 ppm ceiling is not 
enough. More importantly, BC is a 

CLIMATE S P O O F

minor emission producing constitu-
ency – we need a much more serious 
global action plan with effective miti-
gation urgently.

This is the reason we have made 
this difficult Olympics decision. We 
think the 2010 science will almost 
certainly be worse and we can send a 
signal to the world now with this de-
cision: Climate change is an emer-
gency that requires action now.

Most of the science papers, 
policy documents, and other climate 
change reading that have crossed my 
desk in these past months indicate 
that climate change is getting more 
serious by the minute. 

Yes, dangerous, runaway, un-
controllable climate change must be 
understood as potentially fatal for 
humanity and most of the species 
with which we now share our life on 
this Earth. I know many of you, most 
of the public and most of my friends, 
don’t see climate change this way and 
would think this is just your typical 
environmental fear mongering. But 
it isn’t – this is reality in our opinion. 
And it gets worse.

Emerging science based upon the 
unprecedented melting of the Arctic 
ice cap – a melting that even a couple 
of years ago was only predicted to 
happen a hundred years from now 
– has led some scientists, including 
NASA’s James Hansen, to postulate 
that we are already over a tipping 
point to dangerous, runaway warm-
ing, and that we must reduce, go back 
fast, from the 380 ppm where we are 
at now to 320-to-350 ppm, where the 
ice sheet would return.

“We are going to press for an 
athletes-only games that we 

can all stay home and watch on 
television, with a much smaller, 

more appropriate carbon footprint.”

Olympics Cancelled! 
Gordo Goes for Gold

At an undetermined time in the near future, the assembled press is astonished to be handed the fol-
lowing speaking notes for British Columbia Premier Gordon Campbell’s Address to the Province

1
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CLIMATE S P O O F

We have to get from a hotter 
world to a cooler world as fast as 
possible. Positive feedback from 
a melting Arctic, more heat from 
methane escaping from the melting 
permafrost, more heat from forest 
fires especially in the boreal forests, 
this is the direction we cannot go. We 
need immediate, urgent reductions 
this year! A 100% reduction in emis-
sions globally by at least 2020 if not 
sooner. 

The climate science is complex 
and disturbing. Climate change is a 
heavy weight; nothing in my years of 
government even comes close. But 
we can’t ignore the danger. 

We have also notified those com-
panies that mine coal in BC that Rob-
erts Bank and the terminal in Prince 
Rupert will be closed to coal exports 
at the end of this month. We expect 
their cooperation. Carbon sequester-
ing technology needs to be developed 
fast, and then hopefully we can begin 
exporting coal again.

We will be undertaking negotia-
tions with the oil and gas sectors, and 
we hope the companies involved will 
cooperate to keep these fossil fuels 
in the ground until the technology to 
allow carbon-free burning is devel-
oped. Gateway will also be reviewed, 
as will virtually every government 
program.

I have approached Carol James, 
Leader of the Opposition, with this 
new climate change information and 
I have invited her and her party into 
a coalition government to begin plan-
ning a mobilization effort by recon-
figuring our economy, with stabili-
zation safeguards for those citizens 
negatively affected. There is much 
we can do; there is much we have to 
do, will do.

Of course, realistically BC can’t 
move in this direction alone. There 
must be a global action plan and we 
feel it must be led by the US. Ms. 

James and I have discussed how we 
will try and help move needed global 
action forward immediately. 

Is there anything else? Of course 
this is bad news – could I be deliver-
ing any worse news? But I’ve had this 
uh,.. this problem, this our serious 
climate change predicament, on my 
mind for some months now, and it is 
a heavy burden, as you will begin to 
realize when the shock wears off and 
as you read the science…but I know 
that we have to move forward, we 
have to take action, and yes, I know 
that we can survive this emergency if 
we act quickly now. 

In my own mind, I’ve compared 
it with receiving the diagnosis of a 
possibly fatal disease – the doctor 
promises full recovery if we change 
our lifestyle immediately. This is 
what we have to do. There is no other 
course. So we’re going to change 
our lifestyle immediately and maybe 
even find that there is a better life-
style, a better life when we make it 
through this emergency, to a cooling 
planet.

Thank you for your time. I won’t 
be taking any questions today – too 
much shocking news, too little time 
for you to digest the full implications 
of our decisions today. But I, we, will 
answer any and all questions in the 
coming months. 

Again, thanks for your time and 
think of your government in your 
prayers.”

t

Bill Henderson is an activist, 
writer and networker who lives in 
Gibsons, BC. He wrote this speech 
to model how our leaders must act if 
climate change really is the immedi-
ate crisis indicated by the emerging 
science on the melting Arctic.

Other Climate News
Green Builds Green
The BC green building code 

implemented in early 2009 has 
been adopted by all major develop-
ers in the province. “Being green is 
good for everybody, and it is easy” 
said G. Bilder, developer of the new 
GreenHomes co-housing in Victo-
ria.
—Victoria Courier, February 25, 2011

 
More Solar Sail Ferries
After the tremendous success 

of the first two Solar Sail ships, BC 
Ferries recently confirmed three 
new ships will arrive next year. The 
first Solar ships have been running 
on the Vancouver to Nanaimo route 
for three years, with carbon reduc-
tions of almost 70%, and fuel sav-
ings of 3.6 million litres. As a con-
sequence, BC Ferries has cancelled 
the two surcharge increases sched-
uled for this year. BC Ferries has 
plans to replace the entire fleet for 
similar ships in the next 4 years.

—Vancouver Sun, July 12, 2014

May Orders Greening 
As expected, Prime Minister 

May has confirmed that, follow-
ing Quebec’s lead, all government 
buildings will be converted to rely 
on renewable energy. Alberta has 
already converted some buildings 
to renewable energy from the Wind 
Farms in the south of the province. 
—Globe & Mail, October 10, 2012 

 
Tar Sands Closed 
The Alberta government has 

ordered the closing of the last plant 
in operations in the Tar Sands. The 
majority of previous producers de-
cided to close operations after re-
ceiving huge fines for environmen-
tal damage. T. Rex, CEO of BadOil 
Canada, said early this year, “We 
cannot afford to pay this fine, make 
all the required changes to reduce 
carbon emissions and keep operat-
ing with a good profit”. 

—Globe and Mail, May 5, 2011 
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by Arthur Caldicott

It’s not the sports, obviously. The Olympics are not 
a major contributor of greenhouse gases (GHGs) or other 
pollutants. They are all about human-powered sporting ac-
tivities, and how dirty can that be?

It’s about the five-ring circus that attends to the sports. 
The construction and operation of buildings and other in-
frastructure. Development and operation of highways and 
transit. The additional traffic that will use the Sea-to-Sky 
Highway. All the flights in and out of Vancouver from eve-
rywhere in the world, not just during the two week blitz in 
February 2010, but the decade before and for some period 
afterwards.

All those people: 7000 media, 6400 athletes and offi-
cials, 3000 sponsors, up to 30,000 volunteers, and up to half 
a million spectators in Vancouver and Whistler during the 
Games. They’ve all got to be moved around, housed, fed, 
entertained. The water and energy consumption, sewage, 
and other waste considerations are daunting.

The environmental impact of all the Olympic infra-
structure development is hard to assess, but the David Su-
zuki Foundation (DSF) did attempt to quantify the green-
house gas impact of the Games, including all the flights into 
and out of Vancouver. 

DSF estimates that total GHG 
emissions of the Games will be 328,485 
tonnes. Air travel alone accounts for 
226,500 tonnes. Local transportation: 
32,800 tonnes; energy use: 29,900 
tonnes; VANOC administration: 14,400 
tonnes; accommodation: 7,700 tonnes; 
and construction: merely 4,000 tonnes. 
DSF calculates that the cost to offset all the emissions will 
be just under five million dollars, at a low $15 per tonne.

DSF recommends that “It is … more effective for the 
organizers to aggregate these [travel] emissions and take re-
sponsibility for ensuring that they are offset”  than to hope 
that significant mitigation will take place by individual de-
cisions. Offsetting all carbon emissions is the intention of 
the 2012 Summer Games in London.

So what is VANOC doing to reduce emissions and 
minimize the environmental impact of the Games? It takes 
a few clicks at the Vancouver2010.com website to find the 
word “environment” but under the heading “Environmental 
Stewardship and Impact Reduction,” we discover a “Per-
formance Objective … to conserve natural environments 

Greenwashing the Gold
and manage, mitigate and offset negative impacts.” 

This statement is accompanied by a somewhat mean-
ingless set of facts which refer to some commendable 
achievements: almost all waste diverted from landfills (not 
including land clearing debris); green building design un-
der Leadership in Energy and Environmental Design cer-
tification; low emission vehicles for half the fleet; public 
transit initiatives; zero infractions of environmental laws 
and regulations; and zero spills. 

These metrics don’t tell us very much. Cancelling the 
Olympics is the only way to have no environmental impact 
and to ensure there are no carbon emissions. Nevertheless, 
these Olympics have made an effort to green themselves up. 
Some of the greening is substantive. Some is a distraction, 
and some is just spin.

But air travel, transportation, energy use – heating, 
lighting, ice and snow-making – at events, will all produce 
significant GHGs. And for these, VANOC has little or no 
response.

The “Hydrogen Highway” is a flagship of Premier 
Campbell’s fleet of climate change initiatives. Debunked by 
many as a high-tech cash hemorrhage funded by taxpayers, 
the Olympics will pay $89 million for 20 fuel-cell powered 
buses, or $4.45 million per bus (a comparable hybrid bus 

could cost $830,000, a conventional 
diesel bus, $343,000).

Even less impressive, the descrip-
tion of initiatives at the VANOC Van-
couver offices reads like a fancy list of 
fashionable Gucci-Green rather than 
meaningful mitigation of environmen-
tal impacts: increased daylight, low-
emitting carpets, showers and change 

rooms, shuttle to Skytrain, and even … a comprehensive 
recycling program!

Greenhouse gas reduction is a cornerstone of pro-
vincial government policy. The Premier’s Climate Action 
Plan, released in June 2008, states that “Overall, the games 
will be carbon neutral, using carbon trading to offset any 
emissions produced during construction or staging.” That 
sounds better than it is. The Climate Action Secretariat 
doesn’t actually know what’s included. But it definitely 
doesn’t include flights.

We’re leaving that to London, host of the 2012 Summer 
Games. After all, BC is already the Best Place on Earth. 
Can’t do better than that.

t

Some commendable steps but all those flights don’t get counted

ANALYSIS

www.vancouver2010.com
These Olympics have made 

an effort to green them-
selves up. Some of the 

greening is substantive. 
Some is a distraction, and 

some is just spin.
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Climate 

Frozen Northwest
Passage Thawing

According to high-resolution sea 
ice charts extracted from satellite mi-
crowave imagery by German research-
ers at the University of Bremen’s 
Institute of Environmental Physics, 
the once-frozen Northwest Passage 
through Canada’s Arctic is melting. A 
shallower southern route has freed up 
and another is expected to follow in 
the more traditional Northwest Pas-
sage route further north. 

Beyond questions of trade, ship 
navigation and Arctic sovereignty 
raised by the repeated unlocking of 
the fabled waterway, Dr. Serreze, a 
senior researcher at the University 
of Colorado’s National Snow and Ice 
Data Center, said the phenomenon is 
further proof that humankind might 
witness an ice-free Arctic Ocean 
within decades, with resulting unpre-
dictable weather patterns.

—Globe & Mail, 
August 6, 2008

Methane Rising

Atmospheric concentrations of 
methane, “a greenhouse gas more 
than 20 times more potent than carbon 
dioxide,” have risen for the first time 
in eight years, which throws doubt on 
projections about the pace of climate 
change. 

Runaway releases of methane 
from wetlands, the Arctic ocean floor 
as observed this summer, and perma-
frost areas could lead to abrupt cli-
mate change of a kind far beyond the 
predictions of the now-outdated UN 
scientific studies. A study published 
in Geophysical Research Letters in 
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NEWS

November found the first increase in 
methane levels this century – about 28 
million tonnes in two years – was in 
part due to release of gas in and near 
the Arctic.

The published study comes after 
British newspaper The Independent 
reported that scientists aboard a Rus-
sian research ship had found millions 
of tonnes of subsea methane was bub-
bling to the surface and being released 
into the atmosphere off the Siberian 
coast this northern summer.

Research published in Nature 
Geoscience in October found the first 
evidence that the rise in Antarctic 
temperatures in recent decades was 
caused by human-induced emissions 
of greenhouse gas.

—The Age, November 3, 2008

Old-Growth Forests
Stash Carbon 

It has long been claimed that age-
ing forests do not accumulate carbon. 
However, a recent paper in Nature 
reveals that in forests of 15 to 800 
years of age, net ecosystem produc-
tion (NEP, the net carbon balance of 
the forest including soils) “is usually 
positive; that is, the forests are CO2 
sinks.”

Researchers from six different 
countries compiled and analyzed real-
world data from 519 forest-plot stud-
ies (approximately 30% boreal and 
70% temperate) where the trees had 
not been subjected to experimental 
treatments such as fertilization and 
irrigation. 

Young forests are often conspicu-
ous sources of CO2 because “the crea-
tion of new forests (whether naturally 

or by humans) frequently follows 
disturbance to soil and the previous 
vegetation, resulting in a decomposi-
tion rate of coarse woody debris, litter 
and soil organic matter that exceeds 
the net primary productivity of the 
regrowth.”

The report further states that “old-
growth forest stands with tree losses 
do not necessarily become carbon 
sources,” because “the CO2 release 
from the decomposition of dead wood 
adds to the atmospheric carbon pool 
over decades, whereas natural regen-
eration or in-growth occurs on a much 
shorter timescale,” and this latter phe-
nomenon more than compensates for 
the slower and smaller carbon losses 
from the decaying trees.

The researchers suggest that un-
der the Kyoto Protocol, leaving forests 
intact was not perceived as an anthro-
pogenic activity to be rewarded. Yet, 
because forests lose much of their 
carbon to the atmosphere if they are 
disturbed, old growth forests should 
be left intact.  

—CO2Science.org, 
November 5, 2008 

Reference
Luyssaert, S., Schulze, E.-D., Borner, 
A., Knohl, A., Hessenmoller, D., Law, 

B.E., Ciais, P. and Grace, J. 2008. 
Old-growth forests as global carbon 

sinks. Nature 455: 213-215.
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by Rex Weyler

In the 1980s, fishermen caught the last wild Beluga 
sturgeon from the Sea of Azov, source of prized caviar. 
Wild sturgeon in the Caspian Sea failed to reproduce. The 
sturgeon catch plunged by 95%, and the cost of caviar 
soared. Such extraordinary price growth is known as “hy-
perinflation,” or as economist Eric Sprott says, “the caviar 
syndrome.”

This may sound trivial regarding caviar, but hyperin-
flation turns critical with commodities such as oil, gas, cop-
per, zinc, water, or fine hardwood, all now growing rare on 
a global scale. Industrial civilization has already depleted 
the best and most accessible of these resources. Sturgeons 
might recover if we leave them alone, but copper and oil do 
not reproduce themselves. 

As humanity scours every last region of the planet for 
resources, we enter a new historic period in which the price 
of vital commodities is no longer linked to traditional mar-
ket-based demand and supply, but rather to the cost of ac-
cess.

Hitting the wall

In April, 500 migrating ducks landed on a Syncrude 
Canada tar sands tailing pond and perished. Syncrude 

SOCIETY

CEO Tom Katinas reported being “very saddened” by this, 
quickly banned media from the site, and issued an inter-
nal memo: “It is our responsibility to ensure that the best 
interests of Syncrude are maintained.” To clarify, the oil 
company’s best interest is cash flow, not ducks.  

The Canadian tar sands, once promoted as a saviour 
of the world petroleum crisis, now appear anaemic. Shell 
Canada recently adjusted its oilsands production cost es-
timates from $7.3 to $11 billion, an abrupt 50 percent in-
crease. Then, last month, Imperial Oil geologist Clement 
Bowman insisted that the Canadian government commit 
billions of dollars to solve “the huge environmental prob-
lems associated with the resource,” namely, carbon dioxide 
emissions, water diversion, a nuclear power plant to boil the 
sludge, dead ducks, and an obliterated prairie ecosystem. 
Bowman emphasized that unless these environmental is-
sues are solved, “the oilsands have almost hit the wall.”

 There you have it. The “wall” is profitability. The 
“free-market” strategy to dodging this wall is public wel-
fare: socialize the costs; privatize the profits. 

The full environmental and social costs of doing busi-
ness are never reported on the operating budgets of these 
billionaire companies. Public money and toxic lakes do not 
appear on the balance sheets. Why? Because it wouldn’t 
be profitable. Investments from the public and from nature 
don’t earn stock options, although the free market wizards 
need these investments to avoid hitting the wall.  

Great powers 

Since 2003, the U.S. has spent over a trillion dollars, 
and killed over a million people, to secure Iraq’s oil supply. 
The long-term public cost of the war is now projected to 
reach $2-3 trillion, which roughly amounts to a $30/bar-
rel subsidy for every drop of oil in the Iraqi proven oil re-
serves. 

The End of Price
We now see that our galloping economies rely on handouts, 
massive debt, war, abuse, waste, and a diminished earth. 

Rivers die, species go extinct, forests disappear, 
deserts grow, and people suffer. 
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Nations have waged oil wars for a century, since 1912, 
when the British Navy abandoned coal for oil and Winston 
Churchill declared, “You have got to find the oil ... pur-
chased regularly and cheaply in peace, and with absolute 
certainty in war.” Such tactics are not lost on China. “A 
great power must be one that controls more resources,” 
wrote Zhang Wenmu, a research fellow at the China Insti-
tute of Contemporary International Relations, “and there 
has never been a case in history where such a pursuit is 
realized in peace.”

To gain access to forests and oil fields, China financ-
es thugs in Burma and Sudan, just as the U.S. has backed 
deadly juntas in El Salvador and Chile, or Russia in its 
provinces. China has caught up with the U.S. and 
Europe in consumption, now using over a 
quarter of the world’s copper and steel, 
and half the cement. Note that we now 
discuss resource use in large fractions 
of the earth’s entire supply. Construc-
tion projects in poorer countries simply 
stall because there isn’t enough cement or 
steel at any price. 

The rising costs of retrieving oil – war, sub-
sidies, energy input, and ecological disaster 
relief – will increase the price of everything. 
Economists call this “cost-push” inflation, a 
more virulent strain than commonly reported 
inflation. Central banks are helpless to manipulate 
cost-based inflation with bank rates or money supply. 
This state of affairs is the logical conclusion of growth eco-
nomics on a fixed planet warmed by a modest star. 

Bidding wars

In 1979, Soviet geologists discovered the world’s larg-
est undeveloped copper deposits in Afghanistan. The CIA-
armed Taliban booted out the Russians, and in 2005, com-
panies from the UK, US, and Canada bid for the rights to 
the Afghani Anyak copper field. The bids came in at about 
$1.2 billion, including infrastructure, roads, a power plant, 
and a profit margin acceptable to shareholders. 

But then, in the fall of 2007, China offered Afghanistan 
$2.8 billion for the copper, more than doubling the effec-
tive value in a single stroke. By financing U.S. trade debt, 
China holds fists-full of rapidly sinking U.S. dollars that 
they would rather trade for resources, Sudanese oil, Af-
ghani copper, or swaths of northern Alberta. The estimated 
12 million tonness of copper in the Anyak field – the largest 
known untapped reserve in the world – will supply China 
for four years.

No profit-minded company could have matched the 
Chinese copper bid, because it left no profit. Overnight, 
world copper prices were no longer about supply and de-
mand, but about access. Since 2003, the price of copper has 
soared from $0.81 per pound to over $3.90, a surge of about 
38% annually. Traditional economic theory tells us that 
commodity price increases dampen consumption and boost 
supply by making marginal deposits profitable. However, 
the reverse is now true with oil, copper, and other limited 
natural products. As price accelerates, global demand still 
grows, and recoverable reserves still dwindle, unleashing 
hyperinflation.

Human suffering also booms with commodity prices. 
Gulf News economics writer Sean Kelleher suggests, “we 
are into a new paradigm.” Surging commodity prices, he 
writes, “might well be a boon to investors, but it will be 

a burden to the poorer end of all societies.” Traditional 
wealth creation reveals its dark side. China’s 
Southern Metropolis Daily reports that an open 

child slave trade now thrives within 
China. Factory managers purchase 

children “like cabbages” in Si-
chuan street markets and ship 

them to the Pearl River Delta indus-
trial heartland, following the tradition 
of English textile factories, Belgian 

rubber dealers in the Congo, or American 
cotton barons. 
We now see the real face of modern industri-

alism: plunder public assets, enrich the wealthy, ex-
ploit child slaves, lay waste to living habitats, design obso-
lescence, and sell shoddy goods in community-killing giant 
box stores. On paper, it’s all profitable. In reality, the ship of 
industry steams forward like the Titanic.

The tech fix

Another favourite theory of the growth economists 
is that “technology” will save us from resource depletion. 
Ethanol will replace petroleum. Oops. We forgot that corn 
grows in soil that once supported forests or supplied food.

Innovators, we hear, will allegedly find alternatives 
for everything, but copper and oil, for example, possess 
unique properties. Copper water pipe is strong and flexible 
at a wide range of temperatures, antibacterial, and easy to 
use. Copper remains essential for high-efficiency, high tech 
electronics that supposedly promise efficiency gains. 

As James Kunstler explains in The Long Emergency, 
technology is not energy. Technology costs energy. Elec-
tronic wizardry does not replace a depleted earth. The 

SOCIETY

Continued on Page 14  
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world’s copper, lead, and tin consumption might endure 
for 20 years at current rates before it reaches the “caviar 
syndrome.” Bauxite and iron ore may last 50 years. But the 
clock keeps ticking, 3 billion more people will inhabit the 
planet in 50 years, and nature shall not be mocked. 

Bankrupt theories

Robert Ayres, Professor Emeritus at the INSEAD busi-
ness school in France, explains that eternal-growth econo-
mists make four erroneous assumptions:
1. Steady growth projected into the future is a fallacy. There 

are no examples in nature of exponential growth con-
tinuing indefinitely. 

2. Traditional economic growth models rely on an unjustifi-
able simplification of human activity, and an ignorance 
of nature’s laws and complexities.

3. Growth economists imagine abstract firms and consum-
ers making optimum decisions with perfect informa-
tion. None of this exists. Sovereign, monopolistic, and 
special interests direct decisions and foreclose valuable 
options.

4. The theory that capital, plus labour and technology, equals 
growth ignores nature’s requirements and limits. 

To this we may add the so-called “invisible hand” of 
Adam Smith. The theory assumes that people pursuing 
their own self interest will guide civilization to the “best 
possible world.” The evidence of history shows that no such 
invisible hand transforms collective greed into paradise. 
The history of slavery, sweatshops, and dead lakes filled 
with toxic sludge attest to this fallacy.  

Traditional economists – socialist and capitalist – have 
presumed that industrial output could grow forever. Other 
more visionary economists – Donella Meadows, Herman 
Daly, Hazel Henderson, E.F. Schumacher – long ago point-
ed out that traditional economic theory forgot to account for 
ecological systems and natural value. 

Even some traditional economists now recognize the 
error. A 2008 Goldman-Sachs investment report about 
commodity shortages stated, “We see parallels with 
Malthusian economics.” Engineers, planners, UN advisors, 
and investment bankers now commonly admit that the ma-
ligned economist Malthus was essentially correct. His work 
involves nothing more obscure than high-school calculus. 
The limits to growth are real. 

Earth’s economics

We now see that our galloping economies rely on 
handouts, massive debt, war, abuse, waste, and a dimin-
ished earth. Rivers die, species go extinct, forests disap-
pear, deserts grow, and people suffer. This state of affairs 
signals social dysfunction on a global scale. The industrial 
world exhibits sociopathic and “ecopathic” behaviour. In-
nocent citizens sometimes appear traumatized, even while 
doing their best to remain optimistic and apply creative so-
lutions. 

Daly, Henderson, Ayers, Mark Anielski, Nicholas 
Stern, and many other sound economists have described 
more accurate economic theories that recognize natural 
value and authentic quality of life. What human enterprise 
must now learn is this: 

The ecology is the economy.
Everything we use, every innovation, every human en-

terprise or simple pleasure rests on the bounty of the earth. 
Economists ignore ecology at our peril. The end of conven-
tional price puts ecology and nature in proper perspective: 
priceless. 

t

Rex Weyler is a cofounder of Greenpeace International 
and author of Greenpeace: The Inside Story. His latest 

book, The Jesus Sayings, examines the authentic history 
and message of the Jewish sage.
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 End of Price continued

This article was originally published 
on Rex’s blog, Deep Green, at www.
greenpeace.org/international/about/deep-
green/ in June 2008. Here’s what Rex has 
to say about the current economic crises: 

Markets will rally and crash again, and paper 
pushers will stuff more cash into their safety de-
posit boxes, but in the end, money cannot replace 
soil and water. Gross domestic products provide 
no surrogate for authentic well-being. 

As world stock markets collapsed this fall, 
several urgent environmental events rumbled be-
low the superficial hand-wringing, like deep vol-
canoes awakening to announce, “Nature shall not 
be mocked.”
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Two Sides to Encana Pipeline Story
Too  bad the media only gets one side of the story!  

The other side of the story is absolutely unreal! We hear a 
great deal of protest to the Site C dam on the Peace River, 
which would take farm land out of production. However, 
how many people are aware that thousands of hectares of 
farm and ranch land have been and will be taken out of 
production due to the oil and gas industry? 

Toms Lake valley and area was settled many years 
ago by the hard work of mainly Sudaten Germans. They 
took the raw land and made one of the most productive 
and beautiful farming areas imaginable. They had a won-
derful community. This entire countryside is now a huge 
industrial site. Well sites with huge stacks burning gases 
day and night, gathering and cracking plants, pipelines 
criss-crossing the country and roads that are full day and 
night of heavy traffic. The flare stacks are so numerous 
that there is no “night” there anymore.

This same scenario applies to the Rolla and Doe River 
area, Sunset Prairie, Sunrise Valley, Montney, Fellers 
Heights, and on and on it goes.

All of these gas facilities emit certain levels of H2S 
which even in low levels over a period of time are very 
harmful to humans and animals. 

Do we need wonder why some poor soul who had 
had enough went over the edge and went to the extreme of 
bombing the pipeline? At least that person, whoever they 
may be, did not harm anyone which is more than I can say 
for this very dirty and intrusive industry. When all our 
farm land is gone, then what? 

Have a nice day....We in the Peace are not!!
Leona Green, Dawson Creek, BC

Faulty 3-Legged Stool Won’t Help Forests
As a geographer and environmentalist currently liv-

ing and working in the Great Bear Rainforest, I must 
take issue with Joe Foy for suggesting that the Great Bear 
Rainforest agreement should be looked to as an example 
for solving the continuing conflict over old-growth log-
ging in Clayoquot Sound. The GBR agreement is based 
on the faulty 3-legged stool model of sustainable devel-
opment, and gives far more importance to politics and a 
big-industry based economy than ecological sustainability. 
Only 28% of the landbase is “protected,” falling far short 
of the 44-70% total protection from industrial activity de-
termined by the Coast Information Team as necessary for 
avoiding biodiversity losses. 

Elected First Nations councils who participated did 
have significant input in the results of the agreement, and 

the conservation funding coastal communities are receiv-
ing is extremely valuable where it is being put to good 
use. Here’s the trouble though: few elected councils, and 
certainly not the provincial goverment, can choose the 
protection of biodiversity over economic reliance on its 
destruction. 

Even if it means losing their place at the negotiating 
table and coming into conflict with some First Nations, I 
believe it is up to environmentalists to stand for the high 
bar and demand the maximum protection of preciously 
intact ecosystems and funding to develop conservation-
based economies. We can no longer afford to promote 
solutions based on an industrial growth economy, and we 
need true leadership from the environmental community 
to say NO to the destruction of old-growth forests. 

Krista Roessingh, Denny Island, BC

Listeriosi s – A Wake Up Call
Mad Cow Disease was the wake up call 

for the United Kingdom’s food safety sys-
tem. Today, the Canadian Food Inspection Agency exhib-
its many of the same weaknesses that led to the collapse of 
public confidence in the UK food system: the responsible 
agency had a conflicting dual mandate of protecting public 
safety while promoting trade and commercial interests, it 
lacked transparency, and it was housed within the agricul-
ture minister’s portfolio. 

The current trend in Canadian federal regulatory 
policy has heightened our vulnerability to food-borne ill-
ness by shifting to increased industry self-regulation and 
de-regulation. Furthermore, regulations are to mirror US 
regulations wherever possible in order to facilitate trade, 
dove-tailing with the food and agriculture harmonization 
agenda of the North American “Security Prosperity Part-
nership” – which Canada joined in 2005 without benefit of 
Parliamentary debate. 

In 1997 the Blair government began to overhaul the 
UK’s food inspection system. The resulting Food Stan-
dard Agency has consumer safety as its sole purpose. It 
is independent, reporting directly to Parliament. It takes 
a strategic view of food safety and standards across the 
entire food chain and can publicly state its views on mat-
ters related to food and public health. 

Rather than look south, we in Canada should take 
our cues from across the Atlantic and emulate the UK’s 
food inspection system before even more lives are lost in 
another Canadian food safety crisis.

Cathy Holtslander, Beyond Factory Farming, 
Winnipeg, Man. 

More 
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Fortunes have been made – and are be-
ing made – by resource companies 

that benefit from sweetheart deals that pri-
vatize vast tracts of land in BC. A select 
few, with the right government connec-
tions, reap the benefits. The public, espe-
cially First Nations, pay the price. The 
BC government’s recent decision to pri-
vatize 28,000 hectares of forestlands 
previously in Western Forest Products 
(WFP) tree farm licences (TFL) is only 
the latest scandal in a sordid history 
that traces back to BC’s entry into the 
Canadian Confederation. 

Few British Columbians are aware 
that a land privatization deal was written 
into the Terms of Union when BC joined Canada in 1871. 
As forester Ray Travers points out, “Clause 11 of the Terms 
of Union conveyed in trust to the federal government, pro-
vincial lands along the entire length of the railway across 
BC, some that later became the Esquimalt and Nanaimo 
(E&N) land grant on southeastern Vancouver Island.”

The controversy surrounding the E&N land grant 
still haunts decision making today. In late October, the 
Hul’qumi’num Treaty Group, representing six Coast Sal-
ish First Nations, asked the Inter-American Commission 
on Human Rights in Washington to hear its complaint that 
300,000 hectares of land converted to private property in 
the E&N land grant was “an act of egregious piracy.” 

In the 1870s as part of its commitment to “connect 
the seaboard of BC with the railway system of Canada,” 
Canada agreed to contribute $100,000 annually towards the 
construction of a railway. BC later agreed to grant about 
two million acres plus $750,000 to the company that con-
structed a railroad on Vancouver Island. 

Only a select few well-connected people reaped the 
bulk of the windfall. The man behind the E&N deal was 
coal baron Robert Dunsmuir. Dunsmuir was both the rich-
est man in BC and, with a seat in the provincial legislature, 
influential in political circles. 

Dunsmuir had little interest in railroads; what he want-
ed was the land, and with it control of the great reserves of 
coal and other minerals. He used his economic and political 
influence to secure the contract to build the railway.

The Esquimalt & Nanaimo Railway Company imme-
diately began subdividing the grant into parcels and sell-
ing it off, making Dunsmuir and his colleagues millions. In 

1905, the Canadian Pacific Railway Compa-
ny (CPR) paid just over $1 million for the 

E&N and $1.25 million for the remaining 
566,580 hectares of land not yet sold. In 
1910, Dunsmuir sold his coal mining 
interests in the granted lands for $11 
million. 

Today, the Hul’qumi’num call 
this scandalous transaction “the 
great land grab” because it effec-
tively privatized about one third 
of their territory. Robert Mo-
rales, chief negotiator for the 
Hul’qumi’num, said recently, 

“Dunsmuir and the government stole 
our land…and for the last hundred years 

their descendants particularly logging companies have been 
getting rich, while locking us out.”

The legacy of the E&N privatization is upsetting treaty 
negotiations. Even though Canadian courts have recognized 
Aboriginal title and rights on private lands, and directed the 
Crown to resolve the land disputes honourably, the govern-
ment will not negotiate private land or compensation at the 
treaty table. Morales says the Hul’qumi’num are taking ac-
tion because, “international laws say that if aboriginal lands 
are illegally confiscated, the lands need to be returned, or 
we need to be compensated.” 

From Forests to Real Estate
“The conversion of excellent forestland to real estate 

development goes beyond Dunsmuir and the E&N land 
grant,” says Ken Millard, a Director of Galiano Conserv-
ancy. “What is now happening all over Vancouver Island 
began on Galiano in the 1970s. The public subsidizes log-
ging companies for decades with preferential taxes, then 
these same companies try to develop the land and make a 
killing on real estate.” 

Samuel Robins, a manager of a coal mine in Nanaimo, 
purchased large tracts of land in the Gulf Islands, including 
8,294 acres on Galiano in 1899. The land passed through 
the hands of a number of coal and logging companies before 
MacMillan Bloedel took control in 1960. After high-grad-
ing the old growth, in 1972 MacMillan Bloedel proposed 
to subdivide and sell their lands. The fight was on. Galiano 
residents organized and defeated the conversion, but the 
battle continued. In the 1990s island residents had to de-
fend their community’s bylaws from lawsuits. “Maintain-

The Great       Land Grab
by Will Horter

FORESTS

Scandal is not new to 
the private forest lands 

on Vancouver Island
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ing our community against the developers requires eternal 
vigilance,” says Millard. “Every election is a referendum on 
the future of our island.”

The Galiano experience is now being replicated all over 
Vancouver Island. As the coastal timber industry declines 
after decades of overcutting, many logging companies are 
now becoming real-estate developers. 

In 2003 conglomerate Brascan took over the failing 
Doman-WFP in bankruptcy proceedings. Since leverag-
ing control of WFP, Brascan (now Brookfield Asset Man-
agement) has put together vast holdings of both public and 
Crown forest lands. It acquired all MacMillan Bloedel’s op-
erations in 2004, folding the private lands into the 635,000 
acres of fee simple timberlands it controls. WFP also con-
trols the majority (7.5 million m3) of Annual Allowable Cut 
from coastal Crown lands. 

TFL Land Removals
Forest Minister Rich Coleman’s decision to remove 

70,000 acres of forestland from WFP’s TFLs in January of 
2007 illustrates the continued erosion of a system with a 
scandalous history dating back over half a century. Since 
the BC Liberals were elected in 2001, forest ministers have 
selectively dismantled TFLs to create new windfalls for log-
ging corporations friendly to their party. The latest scandal 

erupted with the announcement that WFP had put 6,300 
acres of the former forestlands in the Sooke-Port Renfrew 
area up for sale. The listing of almost 5 kilometres of water-
front triggered outrage in the community. 

In July, John Doyle, the recently appointed Auditor 
General, also condemned the deal. Using language seldom 
seen from a government appointee, Doyle concluded the 
BC government lacked “due regard for the public interest.” 
Doyle’s scathing report condemned the Ministry’s inade-
quate due diligence into WFP’s financial status, and high-
lighted suspicious trading patterns, unusual patterns of po-
litical donations and conflicts of interest. [See more details 
at www.watershedsentinel.ca, “Follow the Money.”] 

TFLs have triggered scandal since their creation. Back 
in the 1950s, when the government originally set up the sys-
tem, then Forest Minister Robert Sommers went to jail for 
taking bribes in allocating the new tenures. And in 2004, 
Forest Minister Mike de Jong privatized almost 215,000 
acres of Weyerhaeuser‘s TFL lands, producing a potential 
windfall of $800 million for the US logging giant when it 
sold out to Brascan (who folded the lands into the suppos-
edly debt-ridden WFP). The fact that Weyerhaeuser had 
donated almost $500,000 to the Liberals over the previous 
decade raised eyebrows. Over 44% of the Hupacasath First 
Nation’s territory was affected, so they sued. In 2005, the 
BC Supreme Court ruled that government had breached its 
constitutional duty to consult with the Hupacasath over the 
removal decision and set a two-year period for the parties 
to negotiate. In November 2008, after the BC government 
failed to engage in meaningful consultation, the judge or-
dered a mediator to resolve the dispute.

Luckily sweetheart deals don’t mean real estate devel-
opment is inevitable. Following Galiano’s example, commu-
nities on Vancouver Island are uniting to fight against sub-
division and conversion of forestlands. The Capital Regional 
District rezoned the area around WFP’s forestlands to require 
a 120 hectare minimum lot size. But while then Community 
Development Minister Ida Chong delayed the approval of the 
new bylaw for six weeks, WFP applied to develop roughly 
1400 ha. under the old rules. The bylaws and WFP’s actions 
are now before the courts. And the residents of neighbouring 
communities are gearing up for municipal elections.

If a hundred years of controversial land privatizations 
teaches us anything, it is that, while the benefits of these 
sweetheart deals may go to only a select group of well-con-
nected people, it takes a legion of committed residents to 
ensure communities aren’t sacrificed to enrich real estate-
obsessed logging companies. 

t
Will Horter is the Executive Director of 

Dogwood Initiative.

FORESTS

Map adapted from  The Great Land Grab in Hul’qumi’num Territory, 
www.hulquminum.bc.ca
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New car or shower curtain smell? 
PVC is useless without the 

addition of a plethora of toxic 
additives, which can make the 
PVC product itself harmful to 
consumers. These chemicals 
can offgas or leach out of PVC, 
posing risks to children and con-
sumers. 

One of the most common 
toxic additives is DEHP, a phtha-
late that is a suspected carcino-

gen and reproductive toxicant readily found in numerous PVC products. 
Children can be exposed to phthalates by chewing on vinyl toys. The Eu-

ropean Parliament voted in July 2005 to permanently ban the use of certain 
toxic phthalates in toys.

One US EPA study found that vinyl shower curtains can cause elevated 
levels of dangerous air toxins, which can persist for more than a month.  

—Center for Health, Environment and Justice, www.besafenet.com/pvc

by Delores Broten 

In October, the Canadian govern-
ment broke the mould and followed 
through on its announcement of the 
first measures in the world to control 
exposure to bisphenol A (BPA). The 
chemical will be banned from baby 
bottles because of its effects on the 
development of young children. 

The government said that there 
was no scientific proof that the com-
pound, added to hard plastics of all 
sorts from drinking bottles to cds, as 
well as epoxies and inks, was harmful 
to adults. 

Health Canada will also deter-
mine limits on the amount of BPA 
leaching from tins at some time in 
the future. Because the compound is 
ubiquitous in the environment and 
extremely toxic to aquatic organ-
isms, the government is also going to 
require waste water effluents to meet 
limits on the amount of BPA dumped. 
No other steps to control BPA are con-
templated.

HEALTH

Canada Breaks the Mould on BPA
The Health Canada assessment 

was published in April 2008. How-
ever, not only did the assessment omit 
many published studies in its discus-
sion, but new research findings against 
the chemical continue to mount.  

• A new study published in the 
Journal of the American Medical As-
sociation in September found an asso-
ciation between bisphenol A exposure 
at the high end of normal population 
levels and adult-onset diabetes and 
cardiovascular disease. 

• According to a Californian 
study, published in April in Cancer 
Research, many genes in non-can-
cerous breast cells exposed to trace 
amounts of bisphenol A begin acting 
in a way that closely resembles gene 
activity in highly aggressive breast 
tumours.

• A study published in the 
Proceedings of the National Academy 
of Sciences in September showed that, 
in a primate exposed to a daily dose 
equal to the current US safe daily 
limit, bisphenol A interfered with the 

formation of some types of synapses 
in the brain: “Because remodeling of 
spine synapses may play a critical role 
in cognition and mood, the ability of 
BPA to interfere with spine synapse 
formation has profound implications. 
This study is the first to demonstrate 
an adverse effect of BPA on the brain 
in a nonhuman primate model and 
further amplifies concerns about the 
widespread use of BPA in medical 
equipment, and in food preparation 
and storage.”

• In October a study in Envi-
ronmental Health Perspectives stated 
that bisphenol A induces a group of 
proteins that protect cancer cells from 
the toxic effects of chemotherapy. 
University of Cincinnati  researchers 
exposed human breast cancer cells 
to low levels of BPA consistent with 
levels found in the blood of human 
adults.

Meanwhile, the US scene was 
convulsed by a congressional inquiry 
into chemical industry influence on 
Food and Drug Administration safety 
assessments for BPA, and Californian 
law makers again narrowly rejected 
a ban on BPA in children’s products 
in the midst of a multi-million dol-
lar chemical industry ad campaign. 
The  National Toxicology Program 
expressed concern about low level 
exposure to BPA. In July the Euro-
pean Food Safety Authority declared 
that BPA was safe because humans, 
including mothers and newborns, 
metabolize and eliminate BPA more 
rapidly than do rats. Other scientists 
pointed out that there was little infor-
mation about human metabolism of 
BPA. 

Given these controversies, it 
looks like it will be awhile before the 
rest of the world screws its courage to 
the sticking point and stuffs BPA back 
into the chemical factories it is pour-
ing out of.
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Plastics are widely used to store and 
package foods and beverages. Plastic 
is convenient, lightweight, unbreak-
able and relatively inexpensive. How-
ever, there are both environmental and 
health risks from the widespread use of 
plastics.

Environmental problems: Most 
plastics are made from petroleum, a 
non-renewable and mostly imported 
resource. Plastic packaging also creates 
unnecessary waste. Although plastic is 
lightweight, it is bulky, so it takes up a 
large volume of landfill space.

Health risks: Use of plastics in cook-
ing and food storage can carry health 
risks, especially when hormone-dis-
rupting chemicals from some plastics 
leach into foods and beverages.

Plastic manufacturing and incinera-
tion creates air and water pollution and 
exposes workers to toxic chemicals.

November-December 2008

SMART PLASTICS GUIDE

Adapted from the Institute for Agriculture and Trade Policy Smart 
Plastic. More resources and links at www.iatp.org/foodandhealth

1 PETE: Polyethylene terephthalate ethylene, used 
for soft drink, juice, water, detergent, cleaner and peanut 
butter containers.

2 HDPE: High density polyethylene, used in opaque 
plastic milk and water jugs, bleach, detergent and shampoo 
bottles and some plastic bags.

3 PVC or V: Polyvinyl chloride, used for cling wrap, 
some plastic squeeze bottles, cooking oil and peanut butter 
jars, detergent and window cleaner bottles. PVC needs ad-
ditives and stabilizers to make it useable. For example, lead 
is often added for strength, while plasticizers are added for 
flexibility. 

Problem: DEHA (di(2-ethylhexyl)adipate) which can 
leach from PVC plastic cling wrap when heated, is linked to 
negative effects on the liver, kidney, spleen, bone formation 
and body weight. It is also a possible human carcinogen, 
affecting the liver.

4 LDPE: Low density polyethylene, used in grocery 
store bags, most plastic wraps and some bottles.

5 PP: Polypropylene, used in most Rubbermaid, deli 
soup, syrup and yogurt containers, straws and other cloud-
ed plastic containers, including baby bottles.

6 PS: Polystyrene, used in Styrofoam food trays, egg 
cartons, disposable cups and bowls, carry-out containers 
and opaque plastic cutlery. 

Problem: Styrene can leach from polystyrene plastic. 
Styrene is toxic to the brain and nervous system, among 
workers with longer-term exposures, but also has been 
found to adversely affect red blood cells, liver, kidneys and 
stomach in animal studies.

7 Other: Usually polycarbonate, used in most plas-
tic baby bottles, 5-gallon water bottles, “sport” water bot-
tles, metal food can liners, clear plastic “sippy” cups and 
some clear plastic cutlery. New bio-based plastics may also 
be labeled #7. 

Problem: Bisphenol A (BPA), a chemical that mimics 
the action of the human hormone estrogen, can leach from 
polycarbonate plastic.

Use alternatives to plastic packaging 
whenever possible and especially don’t 
let food touch plastic in the microwave. 

Healthier Food Uses of Plastics

With your food, use 4, 5. 1 and 2.
All the rest aren’t good for you.

Safer choices for foods and beverages

Avoid 
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FOOD
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spections for years. Government data show 
that hundreds of Chinese shipments have been 
stopped by inspectors in Europe, the United 
States, and Asia in recent years because they 
contained banned chemicals or were unfit for 
consumption. In 2007, Chinese regulators 
closed 180 food manufacturers because they 

had been using banned dyes, hydrochloric acid, and for-
maldehyde in candies, seafood, pickles, and cookies.

It’s just one sign of a worldwide problem – the com-
modification of food. Food is now a commodity in global 
production and trade systems. Reduced shipping costs and 
lowered barriers to trade have fostered a reliance on low-
cost ingredients from around the world. The corporatiza-
tion of the food supply is a race to the lowest production 
cost, regardless of health and social hazards.

Whose Responsibility Is It?
Government: How a country regulates food varies 

from place to place. In Canada, the Canadian Food Inspec-
tion Agency (CFIA) oversees the safety of the food supply. 
Melamine is now a priority of the CFIA. So far, 14 out of 
450 products tested from China have been deemed unac-
ceptable by Canadian standards.

Meanwhile government officials can often be doing 
dirty business with factory managers. In July 2007, the 
head of China’s food and drug safety agency was executed 
for taking bribes in return for approving drugs.

When melamine was found in milk from 22 different 
producers in China, nine of them had been exempt from 

    by Susan MacVittie

Offshore outsourcing has been a boon to 
the modern globalized economy, but regulating 
what happens in a factory half way across the 
world is difficult and – as in the recent case of 
the melamine scandal in China –  can be deadly 
business.

Since September, well-known brands 
such as Cadbury and Nestle have been pulling stock from 
shelves in Asia. Melamine-laced baby formula and other 
dairy products in China are blamed for sickening nearly 
54,000 children and leading to four infant deaths. The ni-
trogen-rich industrial chemical was added to watered-down 
milk to mask the resulting protein deficiency and to fool 
quality tests.

Food safety catastrophes are not new. Melamine in pet 
food from China was blamed for killing thousands of cats 
and dogs in the US last year. In 1999, dioxin in Belgian 
animal feed contaminated meat and poultry products dis-
tributed around the world. In 2006, Canadians and Ameri-
cans were poisoned by E.coli from fresh spinach and, ear-
lier this year in Canada, 20 people died from a strain of 
Listeria  linked to Maple Leaf’s Toronto packaged-meat 
plant. Eventually over 500 products were recalled across 
Canada. These cases highlight the global dimension of our 
food chain and the inherent difficulty of ensuring safety 
standards.

Foods of Mass Destruction
Indeed, the International Herald Tribune reported in 

October that Chinese products have been failing food in-

MELAMINE
The nitrogen-rich 
industrial chemi-
cal was added to 
watered-down 

milk to mask the 
resulting protein 
deficiency and to 
fool quality tests.

The Risky Business of Global Food Trade



21WatersheD seNtiNel November-December 2008

www.cortesislandvacationrentals.com

Rent Paradise by the Week!Rent Paradise by the Week! We offer marketing, booking, 
and care of select vacation 
homes on Cortes Island.
Whether you are looking
for a vacation rental or want 
to rent your home out on a 
short term basis call today 
for more information.

1-800-939-6644
or 250-935-6711

B.C. Travel Agent #35165

FOOD

mandatory government testing through a program 
aimed at rewarding companies that had gotten 
high marks on quality inspections in the past. This 
is eerily similar to recent changes in the Canadian 
food inspection system, which transfers responsi-
bility for inspections from the government to the compa-
nies.

There is also a need for more inspectors to enforce reg-
ulations. Last year, the US imported more than two trillion 
dollars worth of products from around 825,000 importers. 
Only this year will the US Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA) open its first overseas offices in China as part of ef-
forts to regulate food imported to the United States. 

Company: Globalization blurs traditional notions of 
corporate responsibility, including the idea that companies 
are beholden to the communities in which they are located. 

In Canada and the US, companies are mindful of the 
importance of public relations. Food is also kept safer by 
consumer safety laws, an independent legal system, free 
media, and civil society organizations. China lacks many 
of these institutions. Business in China is ultra-competitive 
and companies may feel compelled to break the rules in 
order to survive. The Sanlu Group, partly owned by New 
Zealand dairy export giant Fonterra, refused to recall mela-
mine-tainted baby formula for at least a month after discov-
ering problems.

Consumer: Consumer tastes play a role in the glo-
balized food trade. We expect imported seasonal products 
to be available year-round. We also demand processed food 
that is ready-to-eat and high in quality but low in cost. 

Determining the source of food products can be dif-
ficult. The product label can be deceiving. In May, Prime 
Minister Harper announced that food products labeled 
‘Made in Canada’ would need to list ingredients from for-

eign sources on the label. Under current laws it is 
legal to call a product ‘Made in Canada’ if 51% of 
production costs are incurred in Canada and the 
final transformation occurred in Canada. 

Shopping for food is a political act. We can 
support the local food system by buying local, organically 
grown food at farmers’ markets or by asking for it in gro-
cery stores. This doesn’t mean we have to give up bananas 
or oranges. We can buy and sell locally and also support 
sustainable international agriculture around the globe.

Better yet, we can grow our own. Even a few contain-
ers on the patio bursting with salad greens gives a sense of 
homegrown satisfaction far away from the risky business of 
food corporatization. 

t
Sources
Canadian Food Inspection Agency
www.inspection.gc.ca
The International Herald Tribune, Oct 12, 2008 
Canada Safety Council, www.safety-council.org
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by Joe Foy

I was recently at a public hearing in the Fraser Valley 
community of Mission. The room was packed. We were 
all there to speak to a proposal put forward by Mission 

council to rezone the little community of Silverdale from 
rural to urban to allow developer giant Genstar corp to 
build a mega-town. The new town would be a brand new 
car-dependent twin of Mission City. Most people, myself 
included, were vehemently opposed, arguing that the ex-
isting town of Mission should be the site of 
new housing. But one of the developer’s sup-
porters pointed out that Silverdale had been 
targeted for urban development on municipal 
maps as far back as 1962, so we might as well 
all get on with it.

That got me to thinking. I lived in the 
Fraser Valley in 1962 and I vividly remember 
what it was like. At least I remember what it was like for a 
kid. I was in grade two. 

I remember piling into the Ford station wagon with all 
my family. There was no clicking of seatbelts. There were 
no seatbelts to click! And everywhere you went, it seemed 
just about everyone was smoking. I remember it was handy 
being a kid because in a crowded restaurant your short stat-
ure got you below the blue haze so at least you could see. 

The thinking on smoking and seatbelts and even de-
velopment has changed since 1962, thank goodness. In 
2008 of course seatbelts are everywhere, public spaces are 
smoke free and not everyone agrees that paving farmland 
is progress. But what created that transformation? Where 
does deep societal change come from? 

If you ask me, change comes from a mixture of tears 
and courage. Tears over needless tragic loss mixed with the 
courage to change for a better future. 

These days in British Columbia I figure there’s enough 
tears to float a mighty big boatload of change. We’ve lost an 
awful lot of things since ’62. Important things, vast forests 
laid low, huge salmon runs decimated, farms paved, species 
like the spotted owl and south coast orcas on the brink.

But there is hope – lots of it.
Take the good folks out in Mission. They are just not 

going to take it anymore. They’ve formed a group called 
CAUSS – Citizens Against Urban Sprawl Society. CAUSS 
says that rural communities are important for people and 
fish and wildlife habitat and should be conserved. And peo-
ple all over the Fraser Valley are agreeing. Hundreds have 
been turning out to the public hearings in Mission to de-
mand compact growth in existing centres, and more preser-
vation of rural communities like Silverdale.

In Delta and Surrey, citizens are fed up with the prov-
ince’s plans to punch freeways over their homes and through 
their communities for the Gateway project. They’ve started 
to fight back with a vision of more transit and rails and less 
blacktop and smog.

In Victoria, 3000 people recently gathered on the lawn 
of the Legislature to demand an end to logging in old growth 
forests, to preserve the big trees and the endangered species 
that depend on them. Environmentalists, forest workers and 
First Nation leaders stood shoulder to shoulder calling for 
the sustainable harvest of second growth forests and a com-

plete ban on log exports to preserve milling 
jobs. 

Can you imagine a province that val-
ues and protects its rural lands and people? 
Can you envision a BC that doesn’t cut old 
growth forest any more, has endangered 
species legislation and bans toxic chemicals 
from lawns, gardens, schools, and homes. 

Can you see a time when our leaders put transit before free-
ways and want to see our power stay public and our rivers 
stay wild? Are you awaiting the day when the salmon farms 
go away?

This November at the civic election and next May at 
the provincial election take the time to actively support and 
vote for those courageous candidates that imagine the fu-
ture the way you do. Buckle up. The future is just around 
the bend. 

t

Joe Foy is Campaign Director for the Wilderness Committee, 
Canada’s largest citizen-funded membership-based wilderness 
preservation organization, which has 28,000 members from 
coast to coast.
Photos by Wilderness Committee

SOCIETY

Wild Times

Making Change from a 
mixture of tears and courage

Can you see a time 
when our leaders put 

transit before freeways 
and want to see our 

power stay public and 
our rivers stay wild?
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NEWS

Alliance building wins pesticide vote

listed possible human carcinogen, and 
also a wastewater pollutant. 

• Moth balls, widely available 
in retail stores, contain either naph-
thalene or paradichlorobenzene, both 
of which are listed as possible human 
carcinogens. A recent US study linked 
moth ball use to an increased inci-
dence of non-Hodgkin’s lymphoma. 

• Spray rust paint, a very pop-
ular product, often contains toluene 
and xylene, two chemicals that can 
have adverse effects on reproduction 
or cause harm to the developing fe-
tus. 

• Some of the most comonly-
used reuseable plastic water bottles 
and cooler bottles can leach the chem-
ical bisphenol-A, an endocrine-dis-
rupting chemical that has been linked 
to breast and prostate cancer in an in-
creasing number of animal studies 

The CancerSmart Consumer 
Guide provides health and environ-
mental information about ingredients 
in name brand cleaning products, con-

More than two years of alliance-building around pesticide reduction paid 
a major dividend in September as municipal representatives around BC voted 
overwhelmingly to call on the provincial government to ban the sale and use of 
cosmetic pesticides province-wide. A similar resolution from Comox, calling on 
the province to give municipalities the authority to set bylaws on the use of pes-
ticides on all private lands, also passed.

The vote capped months of campaigning by an alliance of Toxic Free Cana-
da, the Canadian Cancer Society (CCS) and the Canadian Association of Physi-
cians for the Environment (CAPE), which have been staging forums around the 
province encouraging municipal councils to enact bylaws curbing pesticide use.

Some 20 municipalities across BC, including Vancouver, Kamloops, and 
Victoria, have passed municipal bylaws banning the use of cosmetic pesticides. 
But since municipalities lack the authority to ban the sale of pesticide products, 
some stores continue to sell them. Rona and Home Depot have indicated that they 
will stock only environmentally-friendly products. But other stores, including 
retail giant Canadian Tire, continue to carry them.

Two provinces, Quebec and Ontario, currently have legislation banning cos-
metic pesticides but Dow AgroSciences has filed a NAFTA suit against the Que-
bec ban on 2,4-D .

 —Claudia Ferris, Toxic Free Canada

Every year, Canadians are ex-
posed to potentially-cancer causing 
chemicals in the food they eat and in 
the household products they use – of-
ten without any knowledge of that ex-
posure. For example:

• At least 16 different consum-
er pesticide products contain ingredi-
ents listed as possible human carcino-
gens by international agencies, includ-
ing the U.S. Environmental Protection 
Agency and the International Agency 
for Research on Cancer (IARC). None 
of the hazards are listed on the prod-
uct labels. 

• A leading Canadian brand of 
household laundry detergent contains 
trisodium nitrilotriacetate, an IARC-

Biochar stores carbon, 
helps soil

Fifteen hundred years ago, peo-
ple from the central Amazon basin 
mixed their soil with charcoal derived 
from animal bone and tree bark. To-
day, at the site of this charcoal depos-
it, scientists have found some of the 
richest, most fertile soil in the world. 
Now this ancient, remarkably simple 
farming technique seems far ahead 
of the curve, holding promise as a 
carbon-negative strategy to rein in 
world hunger as well as greenhouse 
gases.

At the April meeting of the 
American Chemical Society, scien-
tists from Delaware State University 
reported that charcoal derived from 
heated biomass by pyrolysis has an 
unprecedented ability to store water 
and to improve the fertility of soil. 
They also suggest that this so-called 
“biochar,” a non-toxic and stable 
fertilizer, profoundly enhances the 
natural carbon seizing ability of soil. 
It could keep carbon in the soil for 
hundreds of years, and out of the at-
mosphere.

—American Chemical Society, 
April 10, 2008 

Get CancerSmart

sumer pesticides, personal care prod-
ucts and home maintenance products. 
It also offers commercially-available 
alternative products that are safer and 
environmentally preferable, sources 
of additional information, as well as 
tips to avoid pesticides. 

CancerSmart 3.0 The Consumer 
Guide is the latest edition, with more 
pages and new sections on water bot-
tles, Teflon products, lead and phtha-
lates in children’s toys, and more. A 
special focus chapter on breast cancer 
– including the link to the toxic chem-
ical bisphenol-A – is a new feature. 

—Toxic Free Canada, October 2008

You can order the Cancer 
Smart Consumer Guide on-
line at www.toxicfreecanada.
ca or call us at 604-669-1691
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by Adriana Paz

Some say that nothing happens by chance. At the very 
least, it was a fortunate accident that my first job, 
when I arrived in Canada from Bolivia three years 

ago, was in a tomato greenhouse in South Delta, BC – one 
of the first in the province to request migrant farm work-
ers from Mexico under the federal Seasonal Agricultural 
Workers Program (SAWP). 

My first observation was that brown bodies are the 
pickers and white bodies are the managers. I naively asked 
my boss why there are no Canadians picking tomatoes. He 
answered me simply, “Because this is not a job for them.”

 That was my first lesson in Cana-
dian social history. In BC, most farm 
workers are and have long been immi-
grants of colour, including recently a 
growing number of seasonal migrants 
under SAWP and a related federal 
scheme, the Temporary Foreign Workers Program. Battered 
by the whims of global capital and local government policy, 
farm workers are the most vulnerable part of the work force, 
facing extreme job and economic insecurity. According to 
the Canadian Centre for Policy Alternatives BC, most farm 
workers in the province are immigrants from India, chiefly 
women in their 50s and 60s who came to Canada under the 
family reunification program. Lack of language skills and 
the obligation to their families to repay money advanced for 
their immigration pressure them to accept working condi-
tions that Canadian workers find unacceptable.

 Their plight is worsened by the Farm Labour Con-
tractor (FLC) system. The FLCs act as coyotes or inter-
mediaries between farm workers and greenhouses/farms, 
determining how workers will get to the job, how long they 
will work, what they will earn, and so on. The FLCs do 
nothing to ensure respect for employment standards and 

safety regulations, leading to all sorts of violations while 
the provincial authorities close their eyes.  

How to create a labour shortage
Since 2000, farm operators in BC have been complain-

ing of a shortage of labour to harvest their crops. It’s not 
hard to find the cause. Wages are low, often less than the 
legal minimum, and working conditions are substandard, 
so workers are unwilling to work in agriculture if they have 
a choice.

 The farm operators are of course passing on down-
wards the immense pressures they face from the forces of 
globalization and the power of agribusiness monopolies. 
Far from providing protection against these profiteers, the 
government, urged on by the farm/greenhouse operators, 
has adopted policies that have worsened the “labour short-
age.”

 Nothing was done to raise farm labour wages or to 
increase the supply of immigrant la-
bour. To make matters worse, Citizen-
ship and Immigration Canada in 2003 
restricted the family reunification pro-
gram, reducing South Asian immigra-
tion to Canada. Meanwhile the federal 

government is closing the door to permanent immigration 
of farm workers while steadily moving towards a US-style 
policy based on temporary migration.

 All this is of course the total opposite of the “free 
market” policies that the government claims to support. 
By aggressively expanding Temporary Worker Programs, 
the government is manipulating market conditions to keep 
wages and working conditions low in order to increase cor-
porate profits.   

How to create a labour surplus 
The rural economy of Mexico has been devastated 

in recent years by NAFTA. The economic collapse of the 
Mexican countryside has created waves of migrants seek-
ing a future in Mexico’s large cities and in the US. Half a 
million brave the dangerous journey north every year. The 
migrants’ remittances back home are now Mexico’s largest 
source of foreign revenue, about $25 billion annually.

FOOD

Harvest of Injustice: 
Migrant Workers on Canadian Farms

Patrick Powels

In BC, most farm workers are and 
have long been immigrants of col-
our, including recently a growing 
number of seasonal migrants.
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 The result is to create in Canada an underclass of work-
ers stamped with the labels of “foreign,” “undocumented,” 
“unskilled,” and “temporary.” Meanwhile it relieves the 
Mexican government of responsibility to ensure healthy ru-
ral and urban development throughout the country.  

Government-imposed servitude 
Ottawa’s seasonal agricultural workers program started 

in 1966 with Caribbean countries. Mexico and Guatemala 
were incorporated in the seventies. SAWP supplies 20% of 
seasonal farm jobs on vegetable, fruit, and tobacco farms 
and greenhouses. 

 Under SAWP, a farm worker comes under a temporary 
work permit visa tied to one single employer for periods 
of up to eight months. Before leaving the home country, 
the worker must sign a contract with the employer specify-
ing wages and terms of employment – in other words, sign 
away the right to seek better conditions while in Canada. 
The employer is able to dictate contract terms.

 Justicia/Justice for Migrant Workers-BC calls on Ot-
tawa to offer the migrant workers and their families perma-
nent status upon arrival. As things stand, workers have no 
option to apply for permanent status. They are sent home as 
soon as their contracts expire – or sooner, if they complain 
or raise concerns about poor working or living conditions.

 They take with them an evaluation form from their 
employer, which must be given to the home government. A 
negative report can result in suspension from the program. 
Workers also report on their treatment 
by Canadian employers, but most of 
them avoid complaints for fear that 
this would be held against them in re-
applying for work in Canada. In the 
case of Mexico, Canada requires that 
applicants have less than grade three education, a farm-
worker background, and strong family ties – factors be-
lieved likely to prevent them from establishing themselves 
in Canada as undocumented workers.

 Once here, workers start at or near minimum wage, 
exposed to long shifts of hard labour (up to 16 hour days in 
peak season). They receive no overtime pay, no paid holi-
days, sometimes no weekends, and no vacation pay. They 
are also subjected to unfair paycheck deductions for social 
benefits such as Unemployment Insurance and Canadian 
Pension Plan that they can never receive because of their 
“temporary” status.

 Migrant labourers work here for years, coming and go-
ing yearly, sometimes for their entire work life. They develop 
ties here and establish themselves to a degree, but are never 
able to settle with their families. Children at home grow up 
without fathers, while men here establish separate lives, and 
the fabrics of relationships and communities are strained.

 Such temporary worker programs depress standards 
for all workers in Canada. The migrant-worker programs 
are yet another tactic of the “divide and conquer” strategy 
that aims to divide and fracture the working class. They en-
courage a perception that migrant workers threaten the jobs 
and employment standards of the local population, when 
in fact it is the migrant-labour programs – not the workers 
– that threaten us all.  

The need to organize 
The creation of this oppressed migrant workforce must 

be answered by a migrant labour movement that seeks real 
and lasting solutions and is established in both origin and 
destination countries. This movement must be based on 
grassroots organizing initiatives that empower workers to 
lead their own struggle. Real changes happen only when 
those most affected are at the forefront of the struggle. 

 In BC, unlike other provinces, migrant farm work-
ers are allowed to unionize. Some Canadian unions have 
sought to respond to their plight, as with the temporary 
workers employed on the Richmond-Vancouver rapid tran-
sit line and the Golden Ears Bridge over the Fraser River. 
The United Food and Commercial Workers operate Migrant 
Support Centres in Ontario, Manitoba, Quebec, and recent-
ly, BC. On the whole, however, efforts by the trade union 
movement to defend these workers have been sporadic.

 After my first “Canadian social history lesson” in the 
tomato greenhouse three years ago, many more followed. 

The most powerful and hopeful lessons 
came from the migrant farm workers 
themselves, who through the years have 
been resisting with admirable courage 
and dignity their “patrones” (bosses), 
both on the farms and in consular offic-

es, where officials often support the employers. Sometimes 
they resist silently and sometimes loudly, accompanied by 
external supporters or just by themselves. They demand the 
right to be human beings, not just the “economic units” that 
global capital needs them to be. 

t
See Cultivating Farmworker Rights, Canadian Centre 

for Policy Alternatives, June 18, 2008. 
www.policyalternatives.ca/News/2008/06/farmworkers

Adriana Paz is a co-founder of Justicia/Justice for Mi-
grant Workers-BC, a volunteer collective that strives to pro-
mote the rights of workers who annually participate in the 
Seasonal Agricultural Workers Program (SAWP). 

www.justicia4migrantworkers.org

This article is adapted from the original published in 
Socialist Voice, June 2008
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Migrant labourers work here for 
years, sometimes for their entire 
work life. They are never able to 
settle here with their families.
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Not Bombs
by Susan MacVittie

When feeding hungry people free 
food in a public space is against the 
law and those doing so are criminal-
ized and face incarceration, we are no 
longer living in interesting times, but 
desperate times indeed.

I am speaking of the grassroots 
group, Food Not Bombs (FNB), who 
have been feeding people free home-
cooked vegan food in parks around 
North America and beyond since the 
early 1980s. Harassment is nothing 
new to FNB volunteer organizers who 
have been threatened and arrested in 
various cities, but with the introduc-
tion of the Terrorist Act in the United 
States, and the inclusion of FNB on 
the US FBI terrorist watch list has had 
a chilling effect on FNB volunteers. 
Reasons for shutting down FNB from 
serving food range from mayors who 
don’t want unsightly homeless people 
gathering in parks or town squares and 
police that want to be proactive be-
fore something ‘disruptive’ happens, 
to FBI raids on FNB offices and vol-
unteers’ homes because of activities 
such as anti-WTO protesting. Getting 
arrested for serving food brings new 
meaning to the term ‘food activism.’

Stirring It Up
Food Not Bombs began in 1980 

when seven anti-nuclear activists in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts decided 
that distributing food could be a great 
way to organize for peace, the envi-
ronment and social justice. They re-
covered surplus food that couldn’t be 
sold from grocery stores, bakers and 
food manufacturers and distributed it 
to housing projects, daycare centres, 
and battered women’s shelters. They 
also prepared vegetarian meals and 
shared it along with their literature at 
protests. 

Over the course of the past 28 
years, Food Not Bombs has spread 
across the globe and people in cities 
and towns from Paris to the Philip-
pines organize, collect and serve food 
to hungry people. As a grassroots 
initiative, there are no leaders and 
no central organizing body, but each 
chapter of FNB generally shares prin-
ciples that play an important role in 
the success of the movement: a com-
mitment to non-violent action, shar-
ing free vegetarian food to anyone 
without restriction, and making deci-
sions by participatory democracy or 
consensus. 

What is unique about this group, 
and perhaps has added to their sur-
vival, transcends across cultures and 
political ideologies – it’s survival in-
stinct – our stomach does not discern 
from a pea for peace or a radical rhu-
barb. Sharing food is a unifying act 
and for those who serve meals to the 
hungry, it’s empowering to feed peo-
ple free food that has been gathered or 
donated from the community. 

A Generous Helping
In BC volunteers serve food un-

der the ‘Food Not Bombs’ banner 
in various communities including 
Vancouver, Victoria, Courtenay and 
Campbell River.

On a Sunday afternoon in Cour-
tenay you can find Sam, Andy and 
friends serving up nutritious meals 
to folks on the lawn in front of the 
Courtenay Court House. When Sam 
began serving food two years ago she 
thought the Food Not Bombs ideology 
suited her purpose although the group 
affiliation is not as important to her as 
feeding people who need it. The food 
is cooked off site at a friend’s house 
and then donated tables and a tent 

are set up. Depending on what kind 
of food has been donated, the vegan 
menu can range from soup and salad 
to rice and veggies. These days Sam 
serves between 15-40 people and says 
about 100 people rotate through as 
regulars.

“A lot of people have recently 
found themselves homeless. One fel-
low told me that he wasn’t a homeless 
person, but when he lost his job he 
couldn’t afford his rent and is now liv-
ing in a tent.”

While the FNB groups in other 
cities might be able to rescue dis-
carded food thrown in dumpsters by 
the larger grocery stores, doing so in 
Courtenay is limited. Dumpsters have 
been replaced with compacters that 
crush otherwise re-usable food such 
as bruised fruit, wilted vegetables 
and dented cans. Bringing attention to 
how we waste food that could be used 
to feed the hungry is another core is-
sue highlighted by Food Not Bombs.

To keep going through the winter 
Sam would appreciate any donations 
– cooking oil, spices, dried beans, 
pasta, and condiments, or the money 
to buy them. 

So far, the arm of the law for the 
Courtenay FNB crew, is nothing more 
than the shadow of the Courtenay 
Courthouse casting itself on people 
eating in the park on a sunny Sunday 
afternoon. 

t
For more info or to donate contact 

Sam:  fnbcourtenay@yahoo.ca
Food Not Bombs 
www.foodnotbombs.net
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Sustainers of the Watershed Sentinel
Did you know? Without the extra helping hand provided by these generous sustainers, the Watershed 

Sentinel just could not pay its printing and postage bills. Their help allows us to provide you with a strong 
independent voice for environmental issues, activism, and social justice. We depend on them with thanks.

Watershed Stars
($500 and over annual donation):

Watershed Stars help us find, follow and write the sto-
ries, print the magazine, distribute it, and sell subscriptions 
and advertising. In days of yore, sentinels were stationed to 
herald the approach of threats. Our Watershed Stars allow 
us to keep watch on the issues and to inform concerned 
citizens and activists.

Friends of the Watershed Sentinel
($200 -  499 annual donation):

 Friends of the Watershed Sentinel help us offer con-
structive solutions to problems, and praise successes that 
lead toward an environmentally sustainable future.

Patrons
($100 - 199 annual donation):

Patrons support the public education program that is 
an integral and essential part of our publication. 

Sustaining Subscribers
($50 - 99 annual donation):

Sustaining Subscribers assist with the copies of the 
Watershed Sentinel in colleges, universities and libraries.

Donating Subscribers

Your extra donations added to your subscription are a 
joy to receive, and contribute to every issue. 

Friends of Cortes Island sponsors public education 
features about sustainable living for Georgia Strait and the 
islands – features that focus on renewable energy sources, 
environmentally friendly building materials, alternative 
sewage treatment, practical tips on “Living Green.” To re-
ceive a tax receipt, make your donation to FOCI.
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A very Big Thank You to all those listed, 
those who wish to remain anonymous, 

and the many others without whom 
this magazine simply could not publish!
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A new Reach for Unbleached! report, Pulp and Paper 
Pollution: The Toxic Legacy of Federal Neglect  has found 
that the federal government has neglected their responsibil-
ity to enact and enforce pollution prevention laws to regu-
late the environmental impact of pulp and paper mills in 
Canada.

Throughout the various steps in the pulp and paper 
process, numerous hazardous contaminants such as dioxin, 
PCB, nonylphenol, chloroform, sulphur dioxide, nitrogen 
oxides, particulate matter and heavy metals are generated 
and released to air, water and land. These pollutants con-
tribute to acid rain, smog, destruction of fish habitat, all of 
which affect the quality of air, water and food. 

They also contribute to and cause respiratory and car-
diovascular disease, skin disorders, damage to organs, and 
compromise the immune system. They include known or 
suspected carcinogens, neurotoxins, endocrine disruptors, 
and reproductive toxins. Emissions include persistent pol-
lutants – those that do not break down, remaining in the 
environment and human bodies. 

In this way, the toxic legacy of pulp mills includes the 
historical emissions of pulp mill facilities, whether or not 
they are currently operating. Those that are operating con-
tinue to add to the accumulated toxins in the environment. 
Those that are closed leave behind a toxic stew of chemi-
cals at landfills, plant sites and affected ecosystems near 
and far. 

Consequently, the government bears a critical respon-
sibility in the regulation of the facilities’ emissions in or-
der to ensure minimum impact on public health and sur-
rounding ecosystems. Pulp and Paper Pollution: The Toxic 
Legacy of Federal Neglect concludes that government has 
failed in their regulatory responsibility by having barri-
ers to access to information on emissions, inadequate  and 
inconsistent regulations and enforcement, and ineffective 
toxic substance management programs.

Information Access

The report compiled all obtainable data on the toxic 
emissions of Canadian pulp and paper mills, while high-
lighting the significant gaps in information. The lack of 
consistency in what mills reported and the industry clas-
sifications that they reported under to the National Pollu-

tion Release Inventory, made a comprehensive overview of 
Canadian pulp mill emissions impossible. 

The absence of clear and consistent reporting require-
ments for mills provides a significant barrier to information 
access for any member of the Canadian public attempting 
to learn what toxic emissions they may be exposed to. Per-
haps more importantly, it implies that the federal govern-
ment is not adequately tracking the range and quantity of 
substances being emitted from the facilities. Without this 
knowledge it is virtually impossible for government to ful-
fill its responsibilities to safeguard public and ecological 
health against harm from hazardous industrial emissions.

Regulations and Enforcement

In Canada, the federal and provincial governments 
share authority over environmental issues. The provinces 
retain authority over the implementation of environmen-
tal regulations including emission limits and compliance 
measures.  

In practice, the only enforceable regulations on air 
emissions from pulp and paper facilities in the country are 
through provincial emission permits. Permits, however, are 
wildly inconsistent across the country. Even within a prov-
ince, permits vary substantially in the substances that are 
regulated, emission limits and monitoring requirements. 
With no requirement for renewals or upgrades, many per-
mits are decades old, do not reflect current mill operations 
and completely ignore the advance of technology in pollu-
tion prevention and control measures. A requirement for re-
newal periods is essential to an effective regulatory regime, 
the report concludes.

The report argues that a common standard for permits 
should be implemented and that regulations should be based 
on Best Available Technology (BAT). Currently permits are 
based on negotiation between provincial environmental of-
ficers and mill executives and on the 
existing technology at the mill at the 
time of permit issue. The potential 
for pollution prevention and con-
trol given the technology availa-
ble at the time are not considered. 
A variety of widely accepted 
standards are available to define 

Sponsored 
by
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BAT at pulp mills, most notably the Reference Document 
on Best Available Techniques in the Pulp and Paper Indus-
try from the Integrated Pollution Prevention and Control of 
the European Commission.

The report also notes that no standard will be effective 
in controlling pollution without effective compliance poli-
cies. With serious inadequacies in the enforcement histories 
of provincial regulations, an easily achievable first step in 
shoring up the failing regulatory system is effective en-
forcement of the current permits. The political will to hold 
industry accountable for their environmental and human 
health impact is a fundamental and necessary precursor to 
any effective system. Its absence is clear in the lack of en-
forcement measures taken when mills emit more pollution 
than their permits allow. 

Toxic Substance Management Program

While federal effluent regulations instituted in the ear-
ly 1990s have been effective, this appears to be an anoma-
ly. The failure of the federal government to take effective 
measures to reduce pollution from pulp and paper mills 
across Canada is demonstrated in several ways. A range of 
programs on the Pulp and Paper Sector that were started, 
have either been aborted, or rendered ineffective. 

Fundamental to the problems in regulation is that the 
industry is not properly monitored. The use of  industry 
codes that are inconsistent and incomplete results in an in-
ability to know what mills are actually operating, what is 
being monitored, or whether reductions in emissions are 
due to improved performance or due to shut downs. 

The federal government currently has proposals for 
federal air emissions regulation based on data whose ac-
curacy cannot be verified due to these reporting problems. 
The report holds that the proposed regulations are inade-
quate because they address only two pollutants.  

The federal government’s Chemical Management Plan  
is currently instituting the Challenge Program, purported to 
deal with high priority substances. The program shows some 
serious deficiencies in that action for specific chemicals is 
based on risk assessments which do not consider cumula-
tive health effects, concurrent exposure to other substances, 
or specific populations at higher risk of exposure such as 
workers, infants or children. There also appears to be seri-
ous flaws in the process that named 200 substances as ‘pri-
orities for action’ out of approximately 23,000. The recent 

release of risk assessments for the third batch of chemicals 
under the program declassified 15 of the 19 included ‘prior-
ity’ substances from being declared toxic or requiring any 
measures at all.

Apart from the issues around domestic obligations, 
Canada is party to a number of international agreements 
that govern its responsibilities internationally, including 
the Stockholm Convention on Persistent Organic Pollut-
ants and the Convention on Long-Range Trans-boundary 
Air Pollution, which includes several protocols related to 
Criteria Air Contaminants, heavy metals, Polycyclic Aro-
matic Hydrocarbons and Volatile Organic Compounds. The 
report notes that lack of effective monitoring and regulation 
leaves Canada unable to claim that it is living up to these 
global commitments. 

Pulp and Paper Pollution: The Toxic Legacy of Federal 
Neglect should be a wakeup call to all those who believe that 
our government is protecting human health and the environ-
ment from industrial emissions. It calls for the federal and 
provincial governments to live up to their responsibilities 
to develop strong 
enforceable regu-
lations, institute 
credible and veri-
fiable monitoring, 
and deal with the 
legacy of contam-
inated sites.

t

Pulp and 
Paper Pollution: 
The Toxic Legacy 
of Federal Ne-
glect by Anna 
Tilman for Reach 
for Unbleached! 
is available for 
download at 
www.rfu.org
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The Choices We Make - by Ian Moul

Consider the area that is now called the 
Comox Valley on Vancouver 

Island. Looking back a thousand or more years, there was 
a balance between the local landscape and those who lived 
here.  The land and the sea provided food. From the ocean 
came fish, clams, oysters, waterfowl, seals and whales, 
while the upland provided wild berries, nuts, deer, bear 
and many other fur-bearing animals. Animal skins and 
furs, along with woven wild grasses, provided clothing 
and shelter. The ever-dependable tides deposited drift-
wood on the foreshore, and the adjacent forests provided 
edible plants, and trees for heat and shelter. 

The people lived by hunting and gathering. Through 
natural cycles when food became scarce, the first people 
made choices: they tightened their belts; 
they dispersed to other areas; they made 
temporary migrations; or they starved. 
Through many hundreds of years, the hu-
man population lived in a balance within 
the limits of what ecologists today call the “Carrying Ca-
pacity” of the local environment.

Move ahead in time, to around 100 years ago. The 
population is now a mix of first nations, and settlers of 
European descent. Arriving in the Comox Valley, the 
early settlers found an abundance of resources. With agri-
culture, they could exploit the natural world and produce 
much more food than nature alone might provide. While 
there certainly was trade with surrounding communities 
and the greater world, transportation was expensive and, 
on the whole, the local community lived within the car-
rying capacity of the land. There were adjustments to the 

To Seek a Balance with Nature

landscape, some species did not survive the cleared lands, 
and others thrived with the changes.

As we move closer to the present, say somewhere near 
fifty years ago, a balance point was reached.  The exported 
coal will never be replaced, and the old forest will not 
restore itself for hundreds of years, if ever. But if we were 
to add up all the foods, gathered and produced, plus all the 
trees cut and resources mined for fuel and supplies, the 
calories of energy gathered was a perfect balance with the 
needs of those that lived here. Before this time the land 
could absorb more people and more development. After 
this time, with each new person arriving, decisions had to 
be made to support a population that was beyond the car-
rying capacity of the land in which it lived. No one will 

ever know the exact day this balance 
was crossed, and there was no conscious 
decision to move beyond this balance. In 
the natural world, diminishing resources 
would have forced the population to 

move on or to starve. In this case, human resourcefulness 
and ingenuity allowed us to keep growing. What we did 
not know was the long term cost of these decisions.

We move now to the present day. Recently, on the ra-
dio, someone from the University of Victoria reported that 
Vancouver Island produces less than five percent of the 
food needed to support its population. In the Comox Val-
ley we may be slightly better, but not much. We know that 
our electricity and natural gas and fuel for cars is shipped 
in from hundreds of miles away. We know that every 
day, dozens of truckloads of food arrive from all over the 
world. We know that more people are arriving every day.

THE LAND

New!New!
Waterfront Tent & Breakfast
Accommodations
Kayak/Yoga Retreats
Wildlife & Bird Watching
Holidays  • Meetings       • Clubs                  

Quadra Credit union
The Discovery Island’s Full Service 

Financial Cooperative
“Banking on the Islands since 1941”

www.quadracu.com

Cortes Island 
777 Sutil Pt. Rd. 
250-935-6617

Quadra Island
657 Harper Rd.
250-285-3327

We may not be able to go back, 
but we can make decisions 
that can change the future.
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The difference between the way we live today and 
how we lived within the carrying capacity of our natural 
landscape is a matter of decisions. Within this community 
over the past fifty years we have made perhaps a mil-
lion decisions, some large some small, on how we treat 
the landscape. We have built stores and houses on farm-
land. We have mined resources and released toxins that 
threatened the salmon in whole river systems. We have 
attempted to grow more food by adding chemicals to the 
soil. Most of these decisions were made in innocence and 
for good intent, some were made for greed and self-gain. 
With the gift of hindsight we can look back on our choices 
and understand the costs.

With each decision we make that moves us further 
from the carrying capacity of the land, we weaken our-
selves as a species and as a society. As we build environ-
mental debt by drawing down our ecological capital, the 
interest is the cost to transport all the food and supplies 
that we need to survive. All evidence tells us that these 
costs will go up, way up, in proportion to the goods they 
deliver. We are now somewhere beyond mortgaged, a long 
way beyond what any bank would allow. We have very 
little room to move, we are well out on a narrow limb. It 
would only take a minor environmental or political dis-
aster to restrict the flow of our supplies and we would be 
very hungry very fast. We only need to look out into the 
world to see how easily and how quickly this can happen.  

Most of us would say that we can’t go back and that 
progress is progress. It may be so, and we may not be able 
to go back, but we can make decisions that can change the 
future. If it took a million decisions to get us so far into 
debt, it may take a million decisions to get us out, but we 
have the choice. We know how to protect the soil and to 
ensure its long term viability. We know how to harvest 
the trees and minerals and at the same time protect the 
salmon. With each decision we make to enhance our land-
scape, to restore and increase its carrying capacity, we pay 
down our debt and become richer as a community. As we 
reduce our need to transport food and other supplies from 
far away, we create a secure and balanced community. 

In the end it is just a matter of choice.
t

Ian Moul is a biologist and Landscape Ecologist whose 
work looks at wildlife and human interactions in rural, sub-
urban and urban landscapes.

THE LAND

If it took a million decisions to get us so far into 
debt, it may take a million decisions to get us out, 

but we have the choice.
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Natural Gardens
By Ian Moul

As we move into a time when many of us wish to live within a 
greater balance with the world, each small decision we make 
in our own back yards can be very important. We can choose 

to create plantings of local native plants. We can leave a “wild corner” 
in our gardens, where the only maintenance required might be to yearly 
remove the non-native invaders.  

One of the best ways to support a natural garden is to retain wildlife 
trees. While it is lovely to retain the original trees, to make room for our 
houses and our needs, many trees must go. A dead tree or the stump of a 
cut tree can be a beautiful focal point of a natural garden. If a tree needs 
to be cut because it is a danger or blocks the light, consider cutting it off 
at ten feet and letting it be. Standing dead trees can support wildlife for 
many years. As the stump decomposes it will support a garden of fungus. 
Woodpeckers will be drawn to the insects found in decaying wood. 
Smaller birds may nest in the holes made by woodpeckers. Bats may 
roost behind sloughing bark. In the circle of a natural garden, the species 
of fungus, insects, birds and animals that live in a wildlife tree will 
typically help control the “pests” found in other areas of the garden.
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