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GUEST EDITORIAL
The Last Stand    Rex Weyler

I live in a forest, and know that I am fortunate. I watch flicker and siskin in 
the cedars. I hear thrush and vireo in the veiled vastness. Cutthroat trout inhabit 
the lake, wolves howl on winter nights, and raccoons venture out with their 
families for my scraps. But I know the forest I live in is rare and under assault. 
Those cedar and fir, hemlock and spruce, could be converted to money, the 
great driver of this modern world.

Yet, this is an ancient tale. We may recall that humanity’s earliest stories – 
Ramayana, Gilgamesh, Raven and People – take place in the forest, with awe 
for its mysterious immensity. Raven hops from its forest home to find humans 
inside a clamshell on the beach. Rama enlists the forest animals to help van-
quish the world’s evil. When king Gilgamesh falls a tree, the forest guardian 
Humbaba calls out, “Who is this that has violated my woods and cut down my 
cedar?” 

And now? Those great Sumerian forests are a desert, the cedars long gone 
for fires, ships, and fortresses. Only 20 per cent of Earth’s ancient forests re-
main and the logging in those old-growth cathedrals continues relentlessly. 
The money-eaters may not notice until the forests are gone, until Raven has no 
home, forest creatures have no refuge, and Humbaba has nothing left to defend. 
Make no mistake: tree farms are not forests. 

This issue of Watershed Sentinel is a call-out to citizens and forest defend-
ers everywhere: We have reached the last stand. “We live at the edge of the 
clearcut,” as Wade Davis reminds us. We either defend the last remnants of 
Earth’s ancient forests, or we will lose them to the profiteers. The choice is ours. 

I am so honoured to work with the great and talented writers, poets, re-
searchers, and activists in this issue. A special thanks to the Greenpeace Inter-
national archive, and the photographers, for extraordinary images of the world’s 
forests.

Rex Weyler, Cortes Island, BC, August 2013

At the ’Shed 
Database Alert! Over the summer, we transferred our mailing lists to a 

new database. There are always glitches in this process, so if you have a current 
subscription and do not receive your next magazine by November 15th please 
get in touch with dawn@watershedsentinel.ca. Also, our new system will cut 
expired subs promptly, so check your mailing label, or renew promptly when we 
send your notice.

Electronic Renewals: Go green, save paper, time and money! Sign up for 
electronic renewals. Please send a quick email to Susan (circ@watershedsenti-
nel.ca). 

Community Reporters Wanted: We are looking for people to report back 
to us on meetings, rallys, events around BC. There are also frequent meetings 
we need someone to cover, such as the upcoming information session on the 
new copyright laws in Vancouver (Sept 18th, 5-8 pm). If you’re interested in 
being a community reporter, give us a shout. Thank you for all you do!

Next issue ad deadline: October 20. Copy deadline October 1st.
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Around The World

Fracking Settlement
Five Arkansas residents, who 

sued two oil companies claiming 
wastewater disposal wells from frack-
ing caused earthquakes that damaged 
their homes, settled with the compa-
nies for an undisclosed sum.

Several similar suits against the 
two companies, Chesapeake Energy’s 
operating subsidiary and BHP Bil-
liton, remain active in federal court in 
eastern Arkansas.

The residents claimed earth-
quakes that hit central Arkansas in 
2010 and 2011 were triggered by the 
injection of wastewater into deep 
wells, damaging their homes.

— Reuters, August 29, 2013

Rootworms in GM Corn
Researchers in Illinois are finding 

significant damage from rootworms 
in farm fields planted in a rotation 
with a genetically modified corn that 
is supposed to protect the crop from 
the pests, according to a new report 
by Michael Gray, a professor of crop 
sciences at the University of Illinois.

Evidence gathered from fields 
in two Illinois counties suggests that 
pest problems are mounting as the 
rootworms grow ever more resist-
ant to efforts to fight them, including 
crop rotation combined with use of 
the biotech corn.

— Reuters, August 29, 2013

BP Payout Over Spill
The April 2014 deadline for BP 

over its US oil spill is almost certain 
to be extended, say both sides of the 
legal settlement that governs payouts, 
possibly into 2015. Extension might 
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Compiled by Susan MacVittie

not make a difference to the total 
number and cost of relevant claims — 
$9.6 billion at the end of June and ris-
ing. BP has been forced to sell a fifth 
of the company to fund a $42.4 billion 
bill.

BP slipped from second-placed 
status among global oil companies to 
a distant fourth as the costs of the 2010 
oil spill shrank its earning power. 

— Reuters, August 26, 2013 

Fukushima Update
In August 2013, TEPCO and the 

Japanese government finally admit-
ted that the Fukushima nuclear disas-
ter site was leaking radioactive water 
into the ocean. The admission came 
after rising radioactivity was revealed 
in Fukushima Bay, in fish, and after a 
worker triggered alarm due to his per-
sonal exposure levels. The radioactive 
water comes from three sources: 

1) Water poured on to the melted 
radioactive cores of the former power 
plants to keep them cool (below 100 
degrees Celsius)

2) The storage tanks intended 
to hold this cooling water which be-
comes contaminated from contact 
with the nuclear fuel and rubble in the 
reactor buildings, some of which are 
and have been leaking 

3) Groundwater which flows on 
and through the site from the moun-
tains above.

TEPCO had constructed a kind 
of dam to stop the groundwater from 
flowing through to the ocean, but the 
water has undermined the dam and 
is on its way either into the ocean or 
the aquifer which the disaster site is 
perched above. No one knows. The 
actual reactor buildings are still too 
radioactive for inspection, even by ro-
bots, so no one actually knows where 
the cores of the reactors are. 

Fears are mounting that this con-
tamination is uncontainable, and will 
impact the entire Pacific Ocean. Sev-
eral First Nations agencies are testing 
Pacific salmon as they return. Howev-
er, to put this terrible disaster, which 
will continue for at least forty years, 
into perspective, the anti nuclear test-
ing organization Ploughshares notes 
that although the contamination is 
substantial, “the combined human 
and environmental damage caused by 
the 3,000 plus nuclear tests conducted 
over the past seventy years dwarfs that 
of the Fukushima accident. The over-
all contamination of ocean life by the 
Fukushima meltdown still remains 
very low compared with the effects of 
naturally occurring radioactivity and 
leftover contamination from US and 
Soviet nuclear weapons testing in the 
1960s ... Countries have exploded the 
equivalent of 29,000 Hiroshima size 
weapons in the earth’s atmosphere, a 
figure that does not account for sur-
face-level, underground, and under-
water testing. In Nevada alone, the US 
has conducted 911 nuclear tests.”

— researched by Delores Broten
August 30, 2013
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FOCS Thanks You
On the occasion of the 20th anniversary of Clayoquot 

Summer ’93, Friends of Clayoquot Sound thank the many 
people (at least 80) who were key in organizing and run-
ning our daily logging blockades at the Kennedy River 
bridge, our Peace Camp at the Black Hole clearcut, and 
our Clayoquot Resource Centre in Victoria that provided 
arrestees with court support.

We thank the various allied environmental organiza-
tions and the many Friends of FOCS groups that sprang up 
across BC and Canada. 

A huge thanks to the 932 arrestees, 856 of whom were 
charged, tried, and sentenced and to the 12,000 or so peo-
ple who came to the Peace Camp and blockades. 

Clayoquot Summer ’93, Canada’s largest peaceful 
civil disobedience, truly was a collective effort. Thank you 
all! Your legacy lives on and the fight continues to protect 
Clayoquot’s ancient forests.

Please see the list of key people we thank at www.
focs.ca/tools-publications/reports/1993-clayoquot-sound-
logging-protests-key-actors/

Maryjka Mychajlowycz 
on behalf of Friends of Clayoquot Sound, Tofino, BC

Toxicology Study on Pigs Muddied
I thought you should know that the paper you refer-

enced on pigs that were fed GM diet (From Inbox on our 
website, A Long-term Toxicology Study on Pigs Fed a 
Mixed GM Diet: Adverse effects of GM crops̀ ) has been 
criticized by scientists as severely flawed and misleading. 
Here are two links to articles that detail the numerous 
problems with this study paper: www.au.businessinsider.
com/gm-pig-study-is-deeply-flawed-2013-6; www.abca.
com.au/2013/06/aus-gm-animal-feed-study-and-response/ 

While it claims to be peer reviewed and unbiased, 
one of the authors of the study (Howard Vlieger) has been 
identified as an owner of Verity Farms, which also pro-
vided funding for the study and is a marketer of non-GMO 
grains. 

This study may provide the kind of answer that we 
all want to hear, but it is a discredit to us all if we pass off 

shoddy scientific work in this way to broadcast conclu-
sions that may as well have been written before the re-
search was undertaken. 

Brian Smart, from the Internet

Independent Media
Sorry to hear about your funding problem. I wrote 

a series about independent media and some of my ideas 
might be of help. Mainstream media is failing to meet the 
needs of Canadians. News organizations lack the resourc-
es to cover many important stories and investigative jour-
nalism has all but been eliminated. Meanwhile, corporate-
owned media continues to filter and censor the news.

The series can be found on rabble.ca and connexions.org
Nick Fillmore, from the Internet

Landscape Design
At play are forces beyond our immediate control, and 

it would be in our interest to pay heed to them. Climate 
change is upon us, and unless we act now we may end up 
wishing we had. 

 Two things, wet and flooding aside, are hot and 
windy. Here on the BC coast, summers are getting hotter 
and dryer and winters windier. First, it would be wise to 
plant trees and shrubs on the north side of houses to act as 
windbreaks. And second, with those choice of trees and 
shrubs, ornamentals aside, you might consider edibles: 
fruits, nuts, berries, and, perhaps, grapes. 

 Richard Wright, Powell River, BC

Correction re “Hupacasath Take Canada-China Trade Deal 
to Court,” Summer 2013: Brenda Sayers is not Chief of the 
Hupacasath First Nation; Steven Tatoosh is. 

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

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

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

www.watershedsentinel.ca

http://www.letzsing.com/home
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BC Not Equipped for Spills
In June, Environment Ministry 

bureaucrats voiced a range of misgiv-
ings about BC’s ability to respond to 
an oil spill. Notes written for incom-
ing  Minister Mary Polak stated, “the 
Ministry of Environment is not ade-
quately staffed and resourced to meet 
the existing and emerging expecta-
tions to address spills. Even a mod-
erately-sized spill would overwhelm 
the province’s ability to respond and 
could result in a significant liability 
for government.... The industry re-
quirements, established by Transport 
Canada, are perceived as being insuf-
ficient in both scope and scale.” 

—cbcnews.ca, August 26, 2013

Nestle Takes Water for Free
First Nations chiefs are calling 

on the BC government to protect their 
interests as Nestle Waters Canada 
extracts millions of litres of ground-
water for free from their territory in 
Hope, BC, without consultation or 
compensation. BC is the only prov-
ince in the country that does not regu-
late groundwater use. Changes to the 
BC Water Act are expected to be in-
troduced into legislation next year, but 
First Nations say they have not been 
adequately consulted.

 —Vancouver Sun, August 22, 2013

Harmac Produces Power 
The Harmac pulp mill in Nan-

aimo, BC, has begun feeding power 
from its new $45 million electrical 
generation plant to B.C. Hydro, cre-
ating a second major revenue source 
to the Nanaimo mill for the first time 
in 50 years. The project marks the fi-

nal phase of the five-year initiative to 
upgrade the aging mill’s systems and 
make its operations as green as pos-
sible. In 2010, Harmac was among 
38 pulp and paper mills across the 
country to receive funding under the 
government’s $1-billion aid package 
designed to prop up the nation’s strug-
gling pulp and paper industry.

—Nanaimo Daily News, 
August 19, 2013

Hupacasath Battles FIPA
The Hupacasath Nation from 

Port Alberni, BC, will decide whether 
to appeal the Federal court decision 
to dismiss the Hupacasath Nation’s 
court case against the Canada-China 
foreign investment promotion and 
protection agreement (FIPA).

The Hupacasath filed a judicial 
review stating the FIPA was an in-
fringement on inherent Aboriginal 
Title and Rights and, due to a total 
lack of consultation, the band council 
launched a challenge under Section 35 
of the Canadian Constitution.

The Union of BC Indian Chiefs 
refuse to accept the Government 
of Canada’s argument that there is 
no causal link or potential adverse 
impacts on their constitutionally-
enshrined and judicially-recognized 
Aboriginal rights and the ratification 
of FIPA. Grand Chief Stuart Philip, 
President of the Union of BC Indian 
Chiefs, stated that “First Nations lead-
ership across this country are facing 
a federal government who stated in 
court that they do not need to nor ever 
intend to ever consult any First Nation 
regarding any trade agreement.”
 —Hupacasath Nation, August 27, 2013

September-OctOber 2013

Events

BC Conservation Symposium: 
October 3, 9-4, Grouse Mountain Re-
sort, North Vancouver, BC. Advance 
tickets are required: $100. Register on-
line at festival.artistsforconservation.
org or call 778.340.0749

The first BC Conservation Sympo-
sium will feature a panel discussion and 
special presentations by some of BC’s 
top conservation leaders, discussing 
key projects, initiatives and strategies 
of BC’s leading conservation NGOs. 

Watershed Sentinel Hosts Clayo-
quot: Twenty years ago Clayoquot 
Sound was the site of the largest act of 
civil disobedience in Canadian history, 
yet today the region is more threatened 
than ever. Join Tofino sea kayaking nat-
uralists Dan Lewis and Bonny Glam-
beck of Clayoquot Action for an unfor-
gettable journey through the history of 
Clayoqout Summer 1993 from an in-
sider’s perspective. Featuring stunning 
photos of the protests and the natural 
beauty of Clayoquot Sound. 

Stan Hagen Theater, NIC
Courtenay, September 18, 7:30pm

Suggested donation $8-10
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http://festival.artistsforconservation.org/
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by Susan MacVittie

The Bellingham-based Salish Sea 
Foundation is championing an inter-
national Salish Sea Marine Sanctuary 
to protect and restore the ecosystem of 
Puget Sound, and the Straits of Juan 
de Fuca and Georgia. The sanctuary 
would require the partnering of Coast 
Salish First Nations and the govern-
ments of BC and Washington State. 

 “We would like to see people 
study our Salish Sea marine sanctu-
ary vision map, so that they can clear-
ly understand where and what is the 
Salish Sea,” says Doug Tolchin, an or-
ganizer of the foundation. “Our vision 
is to restore the wildlife populations 
to 50%, from the 1-10% levels they 
are at now.” 

The proposal includes a manage-
ment plan for habitat conservation, 
restoration, and protection of the Sal-
ish Sea, including tributaries, creeks 
and rivers. Another aspect of the plan 
is the Salish Sea Coastal Trail which 
would provide a world-class hiking 
and biking path circumnavigating the 
Salish Sea Marine Sanctuary.

With eight million people now 
inhabiting the Salish Sea watershed, 
and major new shipping terminals 
proposed for both tar sands bitumen 
and Powder River Basin coal, the pro-
posal of an international sanctuary is  
timely.

“My view of the Salish Sea Ma-
rine Sanctuary is not so much in us-

ing it as a tool to prohibit, but as an 
implementation plan that involves 
restoration, and implicit to restoration 
is protection. An excellent role model 

is California’s system of four National 
Marine Sanctuaries which actively 
protect and restore over 50% of Cali-
fornia’s coastal shorelines, nearshore 
habitats and wildlife populations,” ex-
plains Tolchin. “With the creation of 
a marine sanctuary, standards get el-
evated and coordinated and prohibits 
some things such as offshore drilling 
of the sea floor and drift netting, but 
allows other economic activities. Oth-
erwise, the ocean is the wild frontier.”

Other organizations are also 
working on campaigns to highlight 
the importance of protection for the 
Salish Sea. In August, the Wilderness 
Committee and the Georgia Strait Al-
liance co-launched a campaign, Save 
the Salish Sea. They hosted a cross-
border town hall event that took place 
simultaneously through the Salish Sea 
near Victoria, BC and with Friends of 
San Juan on San Juan Island, WA. 

The public meetings covered the 
Kinder Morgan tar sands pipeline 
and tanker proposal, as well as the 
proposed Fraser Surrey Docks and 
Pacific Gateway Terminal coal export 
facilities – all of which are situated 
along the Salish Sea waterways.

Tolchin says people can partici-
pate by liking and sharing the Salish 
Sea Marine Sanctuary & Trail on Fa-
cebook and signing up for the email 
newsletter on their website.

“Right now we are at the consul-
tation and research and development 
phase. We would like to get this issue 
on the election ballots in May 2015 in 
BC and November 2015 in Washing-
ton. We want to focus on the positive 
world we want to live in and design 
it.”
t

www.salishsea.org

Photos: 
Salish Sea Map from 
Salish Sea Foundation. 
Ling Cod & Bull Kelp 
by Sarama. the Friends of Cortes Island

Sustainability Education Fund 

http://www.salishsea.org/
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Tahltan First Nations Asks Fortune 
Minerals to Leave Their Territory

by Skeena Watershed Conservation Coalition

In 2012, thousands of supporters caused Royal Dutch 
Shell to abandon their coalbed methane development in the 
Sacred Headwaters. Now, the Tahltan are calling on people 
to help prevent Fortune Minerals from developing a 4,000 
hectare open-pit mine on Klappan Mountain. 

Known as Klabona by the Tahltan people, the Sacred 
Headwaters is the birthplace of the Stikine, Nass, and Skee-
na, three of northern BC’s major salmon-bearing rivers.  
This pristine wilderness has been called “The Serengeti of 
Canada.” 

Without Tahltan consent, the government has given an 
exploratory permit to Fortune Minerals, a mining company 
with a plan to turn Klappan Mountain into an open-pit an-
thracite coal mine, 4,000 hectares in size. The coal would 
be exported to a steel maker in Korea.

The project plan includes building 147 kilometres of 
railway through the headwaters to export the coal, and 
a 112-km power line linking the mine to the Northwest 
Transmission Line, a controversial project funded by the 
BC government that is already drastically over budget. For 
the past two months, Fortune Minerals has been on-site, 
actively test-drilling Klappan Mountain for the project’s 
environmental assessment. 

The Tahltan issued a 24-hour eviction notice to For-
tune on August 16. The company suspended activity for 
two days, until Fortune CEO Robin Goad could fly out from 
London, Ontario, to meet with Annita McPhee, President of 
the Tahltan Central Council, at Beauty Camp near the foot 
of the Klappan, where a number of families and supporters 
had collected at the historic hunting camp.

Shawnigan Lake Faces Toxic Dumping

by Jason Walker, Director of the Shawnigan Residents 
Association

On August 21, 2013, despite overwhelming commu-
nity opposition and diverging science, the Ministry of the 
Environment approved a 50-year plan by South Island Ag-
gregates (SIA) gravel company to allow 5 million tonnes of 
contaminated soil to be dumped on SIA property, putting 
the Shawnigan Lake, BC, watershed and its drinking water 
at risk. The dump is 900 metres upstream from Shawnigan 
Lake which provides drinking water for the southern Van-
couver Island community.

The permit is based on limited scientific study and has 
no fail-safe plan that can ensure the safety and protection 
of Shawnigan drinking water. Despite significant scientific 
evidence against the SIA permit, the Ministry has decided 
to ignore the concerns of multiple leading experts in the 
field and proceed in the face of many uncertainties.

We are deeply troubled by this decision. The short and 
long-term impact on our environment and drinking water 
has the potential to cripple our community. Clearly the 
best interests of the people of Shawnigan Lake were not 
the top priority in this case. We will fight this decision and 
have filed an appeal with the Environmental Appeal Board 
(EAB). We have requested an immediate stay from the EAB 
to ensure that no contaminated soil is being dumped until 
this matter is resolved. This project places at risk the health, 
safety, and quality of life of the people of Shawnigan Lake.

We believe in livable, drinkable and swimmable water, 
which is an international right. We need your help to rally 
against this decision. Please visit our website www.thesra.
ca to get involved and help us win this fight.

During that meeting, Goad asserted his company’s le-
gal right to be in the area and referenced the millions of dol-
lars his company and their investors have spent to develop 
their project. He asked the Tahltan to respect his investors. 
McPhee responded that the Tahltan also have investors, 
their children.

For years, and to no avail, the Tahltan of Iskut have 
been requesting a police detachment in a community of 
350 people. This year, the sky above the camp is filled with 
helicopters and airplanes hired by Fortune Minerals and the 
RCMP. Excessive air traffic is disturbing the people and 
the animals, and since Fortune’s arrival, hunting has been 
difficult. 

www.skeenawatershed.com

http://skeenawatershed.com/
http://thesra.ca/
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by Gavin Fridell

A major coffee crisis is brewing 
in Central America. Its impact has al-
ready been felt by the poorest workers 
and farmers, and things could get a lot 
worse. In 2012 an outbreak of “cof-
fee leaf rust” (a fungus that has long 
haunted the industry) hit Costa Rica, 
El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, 
and Nicaragua. The outbreak is the 
worst in over thirty years, affecting 
over 50 per cent of the total coffee 
growing area in the region, causing a 
nearly 20 per cent drop in production 
and costing the industry around $500 
million. Over 373,000 jobs have been 
lost - around 17 per cent of the region’s 
entire coffee-growing workforce.

Those who follow the twists and 
turns of the coffee industry might 
wonder, “didn’t we just get over a ma-
jor coffee crisis?” At the turn of the 
millennium, global coffee bean pric-
es dropped to historic lows, causing 
mass layoffs, hunger, and bankruptcy 

for tens of thou-
sands of farm-
ers and work-
ers worldwide. 
Prior to this, 
from 1963 to 
1989, an Inter-
national Coffee 
Agreement had 
helped stabilize 
and increase prices by holding a cer-
tain amount of beans off the market 
to avoid oversupply. It collapsed in 
1989 when several countries, led by 
the United States, withdrew their sup-
port in favour of “free trade,” leading 
to two decades of market instability. 

In 2011, prices suddenly boomed 
and analysts rushed to celebrate the 
new “bull” market, only to have their 
hopes dashed with a rapid drop in 
prices in response to cooling demand 
in Europe. Today, prices are the low-
est in three years and the Monthly 
Coffee Market Report for May 2013 
by the International Coffee Organi-

zation (ICO) has raised concerns that 
“many producers may be selling at a 
price which is not remunerative com-
pared to the cost of production.”

In Central America, global trends 
have been overshadowed by a local 
ecological crisis. Beyond a mere act 
of nature, a major factor in the cof-
fee leaf rust outbreak has been the 
spread of full sun, monocrop cultiva-
tion since the 1970s, which covers ap-
proximately 40 per cent of the region’s 
coffee areas. This involves the heavy 
use of chemical pesticides and ferti-
lizers and substantially reduces the 
biodiversity of coffee trees and natu-

Central America coffee farmers face collapse and worker unemployment

73-year-old Don Bonifacio dries coffee beans on a 
collectively-run farm in Retahuleu, Guatemala
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ral predators to coffee pests. Univer-
sity of Michigan ecologist John Van-
dermeer has suggested that monocrop 
cultivation has led to the decline of 
white halo fungus, which naturally 
restrains coffee leaf rust. This loss 
may have played a significant role in 
the outbreak. 

So-called “green revolution” 
technologies favouring full sun cul-
tivation have long been actively pro-
moted by US government agencies 
and powerful philanthropic organiza-
tions, like the Rockefeller Foundation 
and the Bill & Melinda Gates Foun-
dation, and more or less embraced 
by governments and wealthy coffee 
farmers in Central America. And yet, 
it is workers and small farmers (who 
generally grow their beans under 
more sustainable shade grown condi-
tions) that will pay the greatest price 
as they lack the resources to buffer 
themselves from the crisis. 

Shade, Coffee, and Ecology
The monocrop, sun-grown cof-

fee formula trades a short-term in-
crease in crop yield for long-term 
ecological decline. On forest shade 
coffee farms in Chiapas, Mexico, re-
searchers counted 184 bird species; 
on nearby monoculture farms, six 
to 12 species. A shade-grown coffee 
plantation is a modified natural forest, 
with benfits to the forest ecology, bet-
ter species diversity, soil protection, 
erosion control, carbon sequestration, 
natural pest control and improved pol-
lination. Shade-grown coffee offers a 
“hidden yield” in ecological services. 
Shade coffee farms allow for second-
ary economies in firewood, building 
materials, medicinal plants, and more 
stability for small farmers.

Forest-based shade coffee farms 
provide habitat for birds, reptiles, in-
sects, butterflies, bats, and native flo-
ra. In Jamaica, farm researchers cal-
culated the pest control service from 
birds alone to be worth $75/hectare. 

Likewise, lizards control the leafmin-
er insects that attack coffee plants. A 
Venezuela study showed twice the an-
nual erosion on sun-grown monocrop 
plantations compared to forest coffee 
farms. Sun-grown coffee depends on 
fertilizers and pesticides that pollute 
the ecosystem.

 Predictions of the coffee crisis 
over the next year are even more dire, 
with estimates that production could 
drop by 50 per cent. In the longer 
term, the coffee crisis could become 
another climate feedback loop, has-
tening the potentially devastating im-

pacts of climate change. Higher tem-
peratures threaten the region’s high 
quality Arabica beans, coveted by the 
specialty coffee industry. At recent 
ICO meetings both government and 
industry representatives voiced con-
cerns that the combination of coffee 
leaf rust and climate change could 
spell the demise of the region’s high 
quality, and highly priced, beans. 

Typically, in the era of “free mar-
kets,” governments issue desperate 
bailouts after the crisis has already 
begun. Central American govern-
ments have pledged tens of millions 
of dollars in assistance while the ICO 
has initiated a campaign seeking hun-
dreds of millions of dollars in loans 
and grants from international donors 
and the private sector to support spe-
cial pesticide applications targeting 
rust, tree renovation to replace old 
trees with more rust-resistant varie-
ties, loans to farmers, crop diversifi-
cation, and food security to partially 
offset dropping incomes. 

After-the-fact support such as 

this tends to help wealthier farmers, 
who have the resources to remain 
standing long enough to see aid actu-
ally emerge. Small farms and unem-
ployed workers may see little or no 
help. Hundreds of thousands of work-
ers have already lost their jobs and 
millions of small farmers are already 
confronting crises. 

Consumers can provide some re-
lief to Central American farmers by 
choosing to buy fair trade coffee certi-
fied by Fairtrade International (FLO), 
which provides a minimum guaran-
teed price and “social premiums” to 
build things like schools, roads, hos-
pitals, and coffee facilities. However, 
fair trade only reaches about three per 
cent of the world’s coffee farms. Fur-
thermore, fair trade standards, while 
desirable, can prove onerous for poor 
farmers to meet, requiring extra work 
and resources, and the standards do 
not address the fundamental imbal-
ance between rich and poor in the cof-
fee world. The crisis will dispropor-
tionately affect the poor.

Long overdue changes to the 
coffee industry are would put more 
income and resources into the hands 
of the poorest farmers and workers 
through state-supported education, 
health, and agricultural programs, 
land reform, and a revival of inter-
national price regulation. Otherwise, 
when this coffee crisis finally sub-
sides, we may as well gear up for the 
next one.

t

Gavin Fridell is a Canada Re-
search Chair in International Devel-
opment at Saint Mary’s University, 
Halifax; an independent observer to 
the 2013 International Coffee Organi-
zation meetings in London, England, 
and author of Alternative Trade: Leg-
acies for the Future.
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Resolute Forest Products vs Greenpeace Canada

Lawsuits Attempt to Suppress Dissent

 FORESTS

September-OctOber 2013

by Joyce Nelson

“Resolute Forest Products seems to be using the courts 
to try to settle [forestry] issues,” says Richard Brooks, 
Greenpeace Canada’s Forest Campaign Coordinator, “and 
that’s not the proper use of the courts.” Brooks is one of 
the activists named in the $7 million defamation lawsuit 
filed on May 23, 2013 by Resolute Forest Products against 
Greenpeace Canada for its recent publication, Resolute’s 
False Promises: The (Un)sustainability Report 2013.

The widely distributed report, published on May 14, 
was also handed out by Greenpeace Canada at the Resolute 
stockholders AGM on May 16 in Thunder Bay, Ont.  

Resolute, a multinational corporation which operates 
22 mills mainly in Quebec, had 2012 sales of $4.5 billion.  
The company is incorporated in Delaware (making it a US 
company), but its head office is in Montreal. Formerly called 
AbitibiBowater (and before that, Abitibi-Consolidated), the 
company changed its name to Resolute Forest Products in 
2011.

Resolute’s lawsuit accuses Greenpeace Canada and the 
report’s authors of defamation, malicious falsehood and in-
tentional interference with economic relations. Resolute is 
suing for $5 million in damages, and another $2 million in 
“punitive, exemplary and aggravated damages.”

According to published reports, the 40-page lawsuit 
claims that Greenpeace Canada, since December 2012, has 
been wrongly attacking the company for its logging prac-
tices, its record on pay and pensions, and its “tainted” prod-
ucts containing no recycled fibre. 

The suit also claims that Greenpeace Canada wrongly 
implies (in the May 14 report) that Resolute has been log-
ging in the valleys of the Broadback Mountains of Que-
bec, which are out of bounds to corporate signatories of the 
Canadian Boreal Forest Agreement. According to iPolitics 
(June 21, 2013), Resolute’s claim states: “In their natural 
and ordinary meaning, or … by way of legal innuendo, 
the words, phrases, allegations of fact and images … were 
meant and understood to mean that Resolute is harvesting 
in the Broadback.”

Seth Kursman, Resolute’s spokesperson, told the To-
ronto Star (June 24) that Greenpeace Canada has also 
wrongly accused Resolute of not honouring its retirees’ 
pensions. “That was wrong. Don’t scare old people … that 
is totally unacceptable behaviour,” he said. On May 3, the 
Kenora Daily Miner and News reported that Resolute “has 
agreed to increase its pension payments from $50 million to 
$80 million per year for the next eight years,” thereby end-

ing a lengthy conflict with the Communications, Energy 
and Paperworkers Union of Canada. Greenpeace Canada’s 
May 14 report did not include that information, stating that 
the pension issues “remain formally unresolved.”

SLAPP-Happy Jurisdictions
Because of the huge amount of monetary damages 

sought, and the location of the filing, Greenpeace Canada 
and their allies have called Resolute’s action a “SLAPP 
suit” (Stragetic Lawsuit Against Public Participation), in-
tended to intimidate and silence activists, suppress public 
organizations (NGOs), and exhaust their limited resources 
[See Watershed Sentinel, Sept. 2010].

The fact that Resolute filed the lawsuit in Ontario is 
significant, says Brooks. Resolute’s head office and most 
significant logging operations are in Quebec, but in 2009, 
Quebec enacted laws to protect the public from SLAPP 
suits. Ontario has twice introduced anti-SLAPP legislation, 
and an Attorney General’s Advisory Panel recommended 
details for implementing anti-SLAPP legislation in 2010, 
but Ontario still has no such protection and has therefore 
become a popular SLAPP suit jurisdiction.

In BC, the NDP government enacted an anti-SLAPP 
law in April 2001, repealed five months later by Gordon 
Campbell’s Liberal government. Since then, the BC public 
has faced numerous SLAPP suits, including a 2012 Taseko 
Mines Ltd. threat of court action against the Wilderness 
Committee (WC), claiming that WC had defamed Taseko 
in an Internet alert about saving Fish Lake from a proposed 
open-pit mine. New Brunswick introduced an anti-SLAPP 
bill in 1997, and Nova Scotia did so in 2003, but neither 
was passed. In the US, 28 states have enacted anti-SLAPP 
legislation.

On June 4, after significant petitioning by Ontario 
NGOs and others, Attorney General John Gerretsen re-
introduced anti-SLAPP legislation (Bill 83) in the Ontario 
legislature. Bill 83 passed first reading, but the parliamen-
tary summer break stalled further activity at Queen’s Park.  
Anticipating the delay, Gerretsen told the Toronto Star 
(June 4) that he “is hopeful the bill can be passed this fall 
and take effect in 2014.”

When asked about this legislative delay and how 
that might affect the lawsuit against Greenpeace Canada, 
Brooks said, “Our first hope is that Resolute will drop the 
lawsuit, which has no merit and will cost them in reputa-
tional harm. Otherwise, we’re hoping the legislation will be 
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signed into law this autumn. We may be the first lawsuit to 
test that legislation.”

Goliath Is Still Goliath
The annual income of Greenpeace Canada, considered 

a substantial environmental NGO, remains small compared 
to a multinational company such as Resolute, with its bil-
lions in annual sales. 

The Resolute Board of Directors includes some power-
ful controllers of international wealth. The new Resolute 
Chairman, Bradley P. Martin, is vice president for strategic 
investments with Fairfax Financial Holdings Ltd., an On-
tario conglomerate holding $32 billion in assets. Until 2010, 
Resolute Board member Richard D. Falconer was the vice 
chair and managing director of CIBC World Markets Inc.  
Lead director Alain Rheaume is a former Quebec deputy 
minister of finance and the founder of Trio Capital Inc.

The Globe & Mail (Oct. 5, 2011) called Resolute direc-
tor David H. Wilkins, a former US Ambassador to Canada 
(2005-09), “uber-connected.” Wilkins was a fundraiser 
for George W. Bush, remains a staunch Republican, and 
backs right-wing US politicians such as Rick Perry and 
Mitt Romney, the 2012 presidential candidate. Wilkins is 
also a lobbyist with the US legal firm Nelson Mullins Riley 
& Scarborough LLP, which specializes in business litiga-
tion and lobbying. Wilkins’ clients reportedly include (as 
of 2011) the provinces of Alberta and Saskatchewan, the 
government agency Alberta Energy, Nexen, and the Cana-
dian Association of Petroleum Producers. Wilkins is also 
Special Advisor to the Canadian PR firm, Global Public 
Affairs, whose clients (as of 2012) include Koch Industries, 
Total E & P Canada Ltd., Shell Canada, Suncor, Canadian 
Natural Resources Ltd., and the Mining Association of 
Canada. Wilkins is a director of Porter Airlines, a Member 
of the Advisory Board of the Canadian American Business 
Council, and was a speaker at the 2013 Manning Network-
ing Conference in Ottawa.

In July, Greenpeace Canada started an outreach cam-
paign (greenpeace.ca/antislapp) calling for widespread 
support for provincial and nationwide anti-SLAPP legisla-
tion. By mid-July, more than 40 organizations had publicly 
expressed support on the website. But, says Brooks, “We’re 
hearing from some groups that they can’t afford to be added 
to the list out of concern that they, too, will be SLAPPed.”  

That is the kind of chilling effect that such lawsuits 
have.

t

Joyce Nelson is an award-winning freelance writer/re-
searcher and the author of five books. Between 1991 and 
1997, Nelson wrote three research reports for Greenpeace 
Canada.
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A Millwatch Special Report
From

Reach for Unbleached! 
www.rfu.org

Forests represent the birthplace of humanity and the biological engine of 
Earth’s terrestrial ecosystems. They produce species diversity, the oxygen we 
breathe, medicines, soils, and food. They provide the roots of human mythology, 
sanctity, and inspiration. On the following pages we celebrate the gifts of the for-
est, the history of our human relationship with forests, and the current status of 
the conflict between the forest defenders and the profiteers. 

Wade Davis, Maleea Acker, Ray Grigg, and Robert Bringhurst celebrate the 
ecosystem miracles unfolding within the world’s remaining forests. Heidi Greco, 
Dawn Paley, Gavin Fridell, as well as Acker discuss the human interface with 
healthy forests. Joyce Nelson, Shane Moffatt, and Charles Lillard discuss the 
battle to preserve those forests. And finally, three renowned BC poets – Joanne 
Arnott, Trevor Carolan, and Susan McCaslin – provide a glimpse into the power 
of forests to inspire creative vision. 

FORESTS
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Beech forest, Autumn, Germany, Luis Scheuermann, Greenpeace
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by Rex Weyler

About one-fifth of the 
world’s ancient forests 
remain intact. The for-
ests have protectors 
and champions, but 

Earth still loses ancient forest every 
year to human enterprise, and now, to 
the new human-mediated climate.

Half of Earth’s forests – the once 
great forests that stood on Earth ten 
thousand years ago, at the dawn of 
human agriculture and empire – are 
entirely gone. However, that meas-
ure accounts only for land area – ap-
proximately six billion hectares of 
forest reduced to three billion. Most 
of the remaining forests survive only 
as tree farms, second growth, small, 
fragmented, skeletal forests, no longer 
fully functioning ecosystems. These 
forests hold less than half their origi-
nal biomass, and support lower qual-
ity standing trees in depleted soils, 
disrupted ecosystems, fragmented 
by roads and resource development. 
When we account for this, we find that 
humanity has obliterated about 80 per 
cent, four-fifths, of the world’s ancient 
forests. 

The once legendary cedar for-
ests of Lebanon and Sumer are now 
desert. In Western Europe, all ancient 
forests are gone. The great forests of 
India and China have been reduced 
to scattered remnants. The world’s 
remaining forests survive in five in-
tact ecosystems: Two boreal forests in 
Russia and Canada, and three tropical 
forests in Southeast Asia, Africa, and 

the Amazon basin. In North America, 
56 per cent of coastal temperate rain-
forests are gone, and global wood con-
sumption is projected to double over 
the next 30 years. 

Forestry Fail
Annually, we lose about 16 mil-

lion hectares of forest, 13 million in 
the tropics alone. Pulp, paper, lumber, 
and agriculture companies pursue the 
vestige ancient forests night and day, 
365-days per year. Asia Pulp and Pa-
per, Kimberly-Clark, International 
Paper, Weyerhaeuser, Oji, Nippon 
Unipac, Stora Enso, Brookfield As-
set Management, others, and their 
owners and investors, appear willing 
to plunder the last vestige of Earth’s 
ancient, wild forests.

I am struck by the fact that the 
combined brainpower of humanity’s 

schools of forestry, doctors of for-
estry, doctors of forest engineering, 
forestry consultants, and Nobel-prize-
winning resource economists have 
not yet figured out how to achieve a 
sustainable yield of forest products. 
On the contrary, the world’s forestry 
schools appear resigned to overseeing 
the obliteration of Earth’s last rem-
nants of ancient forest.

This failure remains particularly 
disturbing since genuine sustainable 
forestry is practiced all around the 
world by small communities and for-
esters such as the late Merv Wilkin-
son, who logged his 36-hectare (90-
acre) forest on Vancouver Island for 
73 years, 1938 to 2011, and the land 
held more standing timber on the day 
he passed away than when he started. 
His formula remained simple: Cut be-

Continued on Page 14  

Failing forest management and the ecological fallout
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low the growth rate. Perhaps someone 
should burn that into the chalk boards 
of all the forestry schools.

Remember when computers were 
going to save paper and we were going 
to preserve the forests by going dig-
ital? Never happened. Today, human 
enterprise uses six-times the paper we 
used in 1960 at the dawn of the com-
puter age. The pulp and paper com-
panies log ancient 
forest and mine the 
soils of the second 
growth forests for 
pulp. Meanwhile, 
agriculture giants – 
Monsanto, Cargill, 
and others – level 
forests for agricul-
tural soil that they 
will deplete in a decade of over-pro-
duction and pesticide use for geneti-
cally modified crops that further de-
grade ecosystem diversity. 

Forests disappear for ranching, 
industrial projects, human residence, 
urban sprawl, resource sprawl, and 
energy sprawl. But now, a new hu-
man impact has arrived. We have cut 
down so much forest, and burned so 
much ancient hydrocarbon energy 
that global heating is now causing for-
est degradation and loss. Each year, as 
Earth loses those 16 million hectares 
of forest, we gain six million hectares 
of desert. These trends, not surprising 
to those armies of foresters, remain 
connected.

Throughout human history, some 
degraded forests became scrub brush 
or grassland. Humans occupied some 
of those lands, farmed, grazed cat-
tle, built structures, and paved roads. 
Some former forests became depleted 
further to become desert. Now, with 
a planet quickly heating and human 
enterprise expanding, this process has 
accelerated. 

Ecological Feedback
Forests hold less biomass in 

warmer earth conditions; the trees 
die faster and release more carbon; 
and atmospheric carbon increases 
planet temperatures, a feedback cycle 
of forest collapse. Virtually all tropi-
cal rainforests are at risk on a hotter 
Earth. Up to 40 per cent of the rain-
forest will likely be lost from climate 
impact even if we restrict tempera-
ture rise to 2°C, which now appears 
unlikely since we are halfway there 

and accelerating. 
A 3-to-4°C rise, 
more likely, would 
result in the loss of 
75-to-85 per cent 
of the remaining 
tropical forests.

Drought and 
heat also leave for-
ests more suscep-

tible to insects and fire. The warmer 
temperatures have already benefitted 
bark beetles, which have attacked 
boreal forests in the US, Canada and 
Russia. In western Canada, over nine 
million hectares of pine forest have 
been decimated by beetles. The invig-
orated beetles now, for the first time 
on record, swarm over the Rocky 
Mountains.

Dryer trees are naturally more 
vulnerable to fire. Carbon, seques-
tered by forests over centuries, can be 
released in a few days by wildfires, 
as we have witnessed in southern 
Australia and in the US southwest in 
recent years. Fires, increasing world-
wide, now contribute about a third as 
much atmospheric carbon as the burn-
ing of fossil fuels.

Early climate projection models 
expected forests to absorb much of 
humanity’s carbon pollution. The data 
now shows these negative feedbacks 
have made forests less effective than 
predicted. Deforestation is already 
responsible for 20 per cent of global 
warming. “Forests we once hoped 

State of the World’s Forests
 continued

Deforestation in Manokwari 
Papua, the last intact ancient 

forest in Indonesia.

The Canadian tarsands project 
systematically destroys boreal 

forest and wetlands.
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would sequester carbon,” says Dr. J. 
Michael Waddington at McMaster 
University, “now appear to be a tick-
ing carbon bomb.”

Biofuels, Ice Cream and Cos-
metics

Tropical forests remain the 
world’s most efficient storehouses 
of carbon, but are steadily reduced 
to grow biofuels, palm oil, and soy-
beans. Palm oil is used in cookies, ice 
cream, granola bars, and cosmetics. In 
Indonesia, palm oil production tripled 
during the 1990s and has tripled again 
in the last decade. In Brazil, soybean 
cropland has been doubling every five 
years. In Argentina, I have witnessed 
bulldozers operating like Panzer di-
visions, leveling and burning forests 
at the rate of about 200,000 hectares 
each year. Forests are destroyed, spe-
cies go extinct, and indigenous forest 
communities are displaced into urban 
slums to supply cattle feed, snacks, 
soaps, and biofuels to rich consumers 
in industrialized countries.

Holly Gibbs, at Stanford Uni-
versity’s Woods Institute for the 
Environment has analyzed satellite 
images to track deforestation and 
climate change. Gibbs’ data show 
that between 1980 and 2000, over 80 
per cent of new cropland came from 
rainforests, most from intact forests. 
“If we run our cars on biofuels,” says 
Gibbs; “we are effectively burning 
rainforests in our gas tanks.” Tropi-
cal forests and their soils harbour over 
340 billion tons of carbon, equivalent 
to more than 40 years worth of global 
carbon dioxide emissions from burn-
ing fossil fuels.

Global heating is now proceeding 
faster than the most extreme scenarios 
had once predicted. Deforestation ag-
gravates this trend and risks runaway 
heating since the impact of climate 
change is non-linear. After the 2°C 
threshold, we will experience not a 
steady decline, but dramatic shifts in 

ecosystem damage, forest dieback, 
species loss, and permafrost melt, 
releasing CO2 and methane. Beyond 
2°C, we risk ecosystem collapse and 
conditions uninhabitable by present 
human civilization.

This non-linear response is due 
to the interaction between tipping 
point elements. Climatologists now 
recognize that when one element tips 
– forest die-off or methane release, for 
example – other critical factors can be 

pushed beyond their tipping points, 
adding to the feedback loop. 

Forest Fragmentation
Some forestry scientists suggest 

that there may be no point in con-
serving forests destined to disappear 
with climate change, a notion used to 
justify logging those forests. In BC, 
across Canada, and around the world, 
the forest science community remains 
dominated by corporate-funded for-
esters and forest company lobbyists 
rather than by serious ecologists. 
Real forest ecosystem science shows 
that fragmentation by logging makes 
forests more vulnerable to drought, 
insects and other pressures. Preserv-
ing healthy forest ecosystems, even in 
forests suffering from climate change, 
makes these forests less vulnerable.

A scientific paper from the Pro-
ceedings of the US National Acad-
emy of Sciences (Malhi, et. al. 2009) 
examines the likelihood of an Ama-
zon forest dieback and conversion to 
grassland. “The dieback of the forests 

of E. Amazonia … is far from inevi-
table but remains a distinct possibil-
ity,” the authors report. They add that 
“direct intervention to maintain forest 
area and limit the spread of fire offers 
the potential to maintain forest resil-
ience and avoid any such tipping point 
… beyond which extensive rainforest 
would become unsustainable.”

The report concludes, “Maintain-
ing forest cover would not only be a 
strategy for climate-change mitiga-
tion, regional development, and bio-
diversity conservation, but also a po-
tential strategy for adaptation,” as the 
Amazon climate inevitably changes. 

Forest loss spells the loss of vital 
ecosystem services. Forests provide 
oxygen, water filtration, air purifi-
cation, soils, food, and shelter for 
everything that lives. For the human 
community, forests provide building 
materials, paper, medicines, fuel, and 
places of refuge, places of discovery, 
peace, solitude, education, myth, and 
spiritual insight. Forests, along with 
oceans, are also Earth’s primary cli-
mate regulator and sustainer of biodi-
versity. 

Canadian economist Mark Aniel-
ski estimates that environmental serv-
ices from Canada’s boreal forest are 
worth about $160 per hectare per year, 
or $93 million per year in Canada, 
almost a billion dollars in free serv-
ices to humanity each decade, which 
we eradicate for quick cash. Deutsche 
Bank economist Pavan Sukhdev has 
estimated that humanity is losing 2-5 
trillion dollars of natural capital annu-
ally from deforestation. 

So, for both ecological and eco-
nomic reasons, intact primary forests 
require priority protection. Human 
civilization teeters on the brink of 
the greatest natural disaster in our 
history: runaway global heating. We 
learned from the failure of Rio+20 
and two decades of Kyoto handshakes 
that these meetings produce zero net 

Continued on Page 17  
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increase in forests or decrease in car-
bon emissions. We have seen from 
Canada’s Boreal Forest Agreement 
that without enforcement logging 
companies may simply ignore such 
agreements. 

Legitimate solutions exist, but 
they are not global in scale. All genu-
ine solutions are local. Regional and 
indigenous communities will have to 
unite and rally to save their dwindling 
forests. The real value of these for-
ests rests in their integrity as engines 
of biodiversity, as the source for the 
oxygen we breathe, and as climate 
regulators. The ancient forests are 80 
per cent gone. Surely this is enough. 
Industrial society must figure out how 
to harvest wood products from exist-
ing tree farms and already disturbed 
forests. 

A real forest is a dynamic ecosys-
tem of co-evolving subsystems and 

species. In the recent past, some en-
vironmentalists have celebrated deals 
that preserve a quarter or a third of 
some stand of ancient forest. There 
may exist some political logic in sav-
ing anything we can, but our aim, and 
our demands need to be more bold. 
To preserve the integrity of Earth’s 
interconnected forest ecosystems, we 
must preserve every remaining square 
centimetre of our planet’s ancient for-
ests. Humanity has taken four-fifths 
of those forests, and this is enough. 
We must make every effort to pre-
serve the remaining ancient forests 
and to restore the degraded forests to 
once again become functioning eco-
systems.

t
Rex Weyler is a writer and ecolo-

gist; his books include Blood of the 
Land (1982); Greenpeace: The inside 
Story (2004); and The Jesus Sayings 
(2008); he posts the “Deep Green” 
blog online at Greenpeace Interna-
tional.

Sources: 
One-fifth ancient forests remain: World 
Resource Institute, www.wri.org/project/
global-forest-watch
Ecosystem services: Terry Collins, 
Canadian Forest Congress,
www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2006-09/
cfc-ccw091806.php :
Hadley Centre research on forest die-off:
www.iop.org/EJ/
article/1755-1315/6/6/062017/
ees9_6_062017.pdf?request-id=90d1ef35-
cfb3-4538-a7da-de1e7624c9b9

Photo: 
p. 13 Photo by Greenpeace Argentina. Guarani 
indigenous activist Noemi Cruz stands in a tropical 
forest in Argentina. These forests are home to 
Guarani and Wichi communities, who are displaced 
as the forests are leveled and burned for soya 
plantations.

State of the Worlds Forests
 continued
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by Wade Davis

In the shadow of red cedar, along 
a stream colored by salmon, in a 
place where plants draw food from 

the air and small creatures living on 
dew never touch the forest floor, it is 
difficult to imagine a time when the 
coastal temperate rain forests of North 
America did not exist. These immense 
and mysterious forests extend in a vast 
arc from northern California 2,000 
miles north and west to the Copper Riv-
er and the Gulf of Alaska. A constella-
tion of life unique on Earth spreads be-
tween sea and mountain peak, reaching 
across and defying national boundaries 
as myriad species envelop all who live 
within their influence in an unrivaled 
frontier of the spirit. 

It is a world anchored in the south 
by giant sequoias, the most massive 
of living beings, and coast redwoods 
that soar 300 feet above the fog banks 
of Mendocino. In the north, two trees 
flourish: Western hemlock, with its 
delicate foliage and finely furrowed 
bark; and Sitka spruce, most majestic 
of all, with blue-green needles that are 
salt tolerant and capable of extracting 
minerals and nutrients from sea spray. 
In between, along the silent reaches of 
the mid-coast of British Columbia, rise 
enormous stands of Douglas fir. Inter-

mingled with hemlock and fir, growing 
wherever the land is moist and the rains 
abundant, is perhaps the most impor-
tant denizen of the Pacific slope, the 
western red cedar, the tree that made 
possible the florescence of the great 
and ancient cultures of the coast.

To walk through these forests in 
the depths of winter, when the rain 

turns to mist and settles softly on the 
moss, is to step back in time. Two 
hundred million years ago vast conif-
erous forests formed a mantle across 
the entire planet. Then evolution took 
a great leap, and flowers were born, a 
mechanism of pollination and fertiliza-
tion that changed the course of life on 
Earth. In the more primitive conifers, 
the plant must produce food for the 
seed with no certainty that it will be 
fertilized. In the flowering plants, by 
contrast, fertilization itself sparks the 
creation of the seed’s food reserves. As 

a result of this and other evolutionary 
advances, the flowering plants came to 
dominate Earth. Most conifers went ex-
tinct, and those that survived retreated 
to the margins. Today, at a conservative 
estimate, there are over 250,000 spe-
cies of flowering plants. The conifers 
have been reduced to a mere 700 spe-
cies. In the tropics, the hotbed of evolu-
tion, they have been almost completely 
displaced.

On all the Earth, there is only one 
region of any size and significance 
where conifers retain their former glo-
ry. Along the northwest coast of North 
America the summers are hot and dry, 
the winters cold and wet. In the sum-
mer there is ample light for photosyn-
thesis but not enough water for most 
deciduous trees. In the winter, when 
both water and light are sufficient, the 
low temperatures cause the flowering 
plants to lose their leaves and become 
dormant. The evergreen conifers, by 
contrast, are able to grow throughout 
the long winters, and since they use wa-
ter more efficiently than broad-leafed 
plants, they thrive during the dry sum-
mer months. The result is an ecosystem 
so productive that the biomass in the 
best sites is four times as great as that 
of any comparable area of the tropics.

White pine, the tallest tree of the 
eastern deciduous forests, barely reach-

Discovering the rich ecosystem that makes up the Coastal Rainforest of North America
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es 200 feet; in the coastal rain forests, 
thirteen species grow higher, with the 
redwoods reaching nearly 400 feet, 
taller than a twenty-five-story build-
ing. Red cedars can be 20 feet or more 
across at the base. The trunk of a west-
ern hemlock, a miracle of biological 
engineering, stores thousands of gal-
lons of water and supports branches 
festooned with as many as 70 million 
needles, all capturing the light of the 
sun. 

The Forest Community
The real wonder of the forest lies 

in the astonishingly complex relation-
ships: a pileated woodpecker living in 
the hollow of a snag, tiny seabirds lay-
ing their eggs among the roots of an an-
cient cedar, marbled murrelets nesting 
in the moss in the fork of a canopy tree, 
rufous hummingbirds returning each 
spring, their migrations timed to coin-
cide with the flowering of salmonber-
ries. In forest streams dwell frogs with 
tails and lungless salamanders that ab-
sorb oxygen through their skin and lay 
their eggs on land, in moist debris and 
fallen logs.

The first survey to explore sys-
tematically the forest canopy in the 
Carmanah Valley of Vancouver Island 
yielded 15,000 species, including 500 
species previously unknown to sci-
ence. On the forest floor, there are 12 
species of slugs, slimy herbivores that 
in some areas account for as much as 
70 per cent of the animal biomass. A 
square metre of soil may support 2,000 
earthworms, 40,000 insects, 120,000 
mites, 120,000,000 nematodes, and 
millions of protozoa and bacteria, all 
alive, moving through the earth, feed-
ing, digesting, reproducing, and dying.

None of these creatures, of course, 
lives in isolation. In nature, no event 
stands alone. Every biological process 
leads to the unfolding of other possi-
bilities for life. Tracking these strands 
through an ecosystem is as complex as 
untangling the distant threads of mem-

ory from a myth. Only within the last 
decade or two have biologists begun 
to understand and chart the dynamic 
forces and complex ecological relation-
ships that allow these magnificent for-
ests to exist.

One begins with wind and rain, 
the open expanse of the Pacific, and 
the steep escarpment of mountains that 
makes possible the constant cycling of 
water between land and sea. Autumn 

rains last until spring, and months pass 
without a sign of the sun. Sometimes 
the rain falls as mist, and moisture is 
raked from the air by the canopy of the 
forest. At other times the storms are 
torrential. 

The rains draw nutrients from the 
soil, carrying vital food into rivers and 
streams that fall away to the sea and 
support the greatest coastal marine di-
versity on Earth. In the estuaries and 
tidal flats of British Columbia, in shal-
lows that merge with the wetlands, live 
600 types of seaweed and 70 species 
of sea stars. Offshore, vast underwater 
kelp forests shelter hundreds of species, 
which in turn support a food chain that 
reaches into the sky to nourish dozens 
of seabird species. 

The land provides for life in the 
sea, but the sea in turn nurtures the 
land. Birds deposit excrement in the 
moss, yielding tons of nitrogen and 
phosphorus. Salmon return by the mil-
lions to their native streams, providing 
food for eagles and ravens, grizzly and 
black bears, killer whales, and more 

than twenty other mammals. Their 
journey complete, the sockeye, coho, 
chinooks, chums and pinks drift down-
stream in death, absorbed back into 
the nutrient cycle of life. There is no 
separation between forest and ocean. 
Every living thing on the rain coast ul-
timately responds to the same ecologi-
cal rhythm. All are interdependent.

When a Tree Falls
The plants that dwell on land face 

particular challenges, especially that 
of securing nutrients from thin soils 
leached by rain. The tangle of ecologi-
cal adaptations that has evolved in re-
sponse is nothing short of miraculous. 
As much as a fifth of the biomass in 
the foliage of an old-growth Douglas 
fir, for example, is an epiphytic lichen, 
Lobaria oregana, which fixes nitrogen 
directly from the air and passes it into 
the ecosystem. The needles of Sitka 
spruce absorb phosphorus, calcium, 
and magnesium, releasing moisture 
to the canopy, allowing the lichens to 
flourish.

On the forest floor mats of sphag-
num and other mosses filter rainwater 
and protect the mycelia of one of the 
richest mushroom floras on Earth. 
Mycelia are the vegetative phase of a 
fungus, small hair-like filaments that 
spread through the organic layer at 
the surface of the soil, absorbing food 
and precipitating decay. A mushroom 
is the fruiting structure, the reproduc-
tive body. As the mycelia grow, they 
encounter tree roots, and if the species 
combination is right, a remarkable bio-
logical event unfolds. The tree provides 
the fungus with sugars created from 
sunlight. The mycelia in turn enhance 
the tree’s ability to absorb nutrients and 
water from the soil. Without this union, 
no tree could thrive. Western hemlocks 
are so dependent on mycorrhizal fungi 
that their roots barely pierce the sur-
face of the earth.

Continued on Page 20  
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The story only gets better. All life 
requires nitrogen for the creation of 
proteins, but nitrates are virtually ab-
sent from the acidic, leached soils of 
the rain forest. However, fungus and 
tree together form mycorrhizae, which 
contain not only nitrogen-fixing bacte-
ria that produce this vital raw material 
but also a yeast culture that promotes 
the growth of both the bacteria and 
fungus. The roots of a single Douglas 
fir may have as many as forty differ-
ent types of mycorrhizae. Like any life 
form, the fungus must compete, re-
produce, and find a means to disperse 
its spore. The fruiting body in many 
cases is an underground mushroom or 
a truffle. It emits a pungent odor that 
seeps through the soil to attract ro-
dents, flying squirrels, and red backed 
voles, delicate creatures that live exclu-
sively on a refined diet of truffles. As 
the voles move about the forest, they 
scatter droppings that contain yeast 
culture, fungal spores, and nitrogen-
fixing bacteria, all that is required to 
inoculate roots and prompt the creation 
of new mycorrhizae.

In old-growth forests 20 per cent 
of the biomass – as much as 600 tonnes 
per hectare – is retained in fallen debris 
and snags. There is as much nutrition 
on the ground as there is within it. The 
moss on the forest floor is so dense that 
virtually all seedlings sprout from the 
surface of rotting stumps and logs.

When a tree falls in the forest, fun-
gi and a multitude of insects attack the 
wood for a solid diet of carbohydrates. 
To secure proteins and other nutrients, 
the fungi deploy natural antibiotics to 
kill nitrogen-fixing bacteria and emit 
chemical attractants that draw in other 
prey, such as nematode worms, which 
the fungi dispatch with exploding poi-
son sacs and an astonishing arsenal of 
microscopic weapons. Organic debris 
may persist for centuries. Dead trees 
are the life of the forest, but their po-

tential is realized only slowly and with 
great patience. An inch of soil may take 
a thousand years to accumulate. 

At the Edge of the Clearcut
The generation of this immense 

natural wealth is made possible by a 
vast array of biological interactions 
so complex and sophisticated as to 
suggest an evolutionary lineage drift-
ing back to the dawn of time. Yet all 
evidence indicates that these forests 
emerged only within the last few thou-
sand years. 

Twenty thousand years ago, a gla-
cial sheet more than 6,000 feet deep 
covered the interior of BC, forging 
mountains and grinding away val-
leys. On the coast, giant tongues of ice 
carved deep fjords beneath the sea. Sea 
levels fell by 300 feet, and the sheer 
weight of ice depressed the shoreline to 
some 750 feet below its current level. 
Fourteen thousand years ago the ice be-
gan to melt, the glaciers retreated, and 
the ocean inundated coastal valleys and 
islands. The land, freed of the weight of 
eons, literally sprang up. Within a mere 
thousand years, the water drained back 
into the sea, and the coastline became 
established more or less as it is today.

At first the land was dry and cold, 
an open landscape of aspen and lodge-
pole pine. Around ten thousand years 
ago, as the first humans appeared on 
the coast, the air became more moist 
and Douglas fir began to displace the 
pine. Sitka spruce flourished. Gradu-
ally the climate became warmer, with 
long seasons without frost. Endless 
banks of clouds sheltered the trees 
from the radiant sun. Western hemlock 
and red cedar worked their way north 
at the expense of fir and Sitka spruce.

These forests are as rare and en-
dangered as any natural feature on the 
face of the Earth, as biologically signif-
icant as any terrestrial ecosystem that 
has ever existed. If, knowing this, we 
allow them to be cut down, what will 
it say about us as a people? What will 

be the legacy of our times? At the mo-
ment, less than six percent has been 
protected; the remainder is slated to be 
logged. 

In Oregon and Washington only 
10 per cent of the original coastal rain 
forest remains. In California only 4 
per cent of the redwoods have been set 
aside. In British Columbia, roughly 60 
per cent has been logged, largely since 
1950. At current rates of harvest, about 
1.5 square miles of old growth per day, 
the next twenty years will see the de-
struction of every unprotected valley of 
ancient rain forest in the province.

In an increasingly complex and 
fragmented world, we need these an-
cient forests, alive and intact. We live 
at the edge of the clearcut; our hands 
will determine the fate of these forests. 
If we do nothing, they will be lost with-
in our lifetimes. If we preserve these 
ancient forests, they will stand for all 
generations and for all time as symbols 
of the geography of hope. They are 
called old growth not because they are 
frail but because they shelter all of our 
history and embrace all of our dreams.

t

Wade Davis is a native of BC, 
who has worked as a park ranger, for-
est engineer, hunting guide and eth-
nographer, as well as a career in film 
and publishing. His books include The 
Serpent and the Rainbow (1986), One 
River (1996), and The Wayfinders: Why 
Ancient Wisdom Matters in the Modern 
World (2009). 

From Shadows in the Sun, Island 
Press, 1998, reissued 2010; revised ex-
cerpt published here by permission of 
Wade Davis.  

Photos: 
Lichen, fungus, and moss on the boreal forest 
floor, members of the forest community that make 
up a forest ecology system. By Markus Mauthe, 
Greenpeace.
Vole distributes nutrients through the forest 
ecosystem. By Michael Kunkel, Greenpeace

The Forest Miracle continued
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O Black Cottonwood 
Glen Valley, Langley, British Columbia

Susan McCaslin
(from The Han Shan Poems)

“I stood still and was a tree amid the 
wood….”
 Ezra Pound

Your saffron leaves unselve us
hollowed trunk a doorway
summoned from forest floor

Melded branches winding
whispered texts entangled
torqued to speechless autumn skies

flaming torsos rising
mottled leaves dropping 
honed to shape of tears

What would take you out
hang for sale signs by the roadway
all in the name of development

de-creating where children 
breathe in the moist greening
courtship cries of wild barred owls?

Susan McCaslin is a BC writer and poet, whose books 
include Locutions (1995), Flying Wounded (2000), 
Lifting the Stone (2007) and Demeter Goes Skydiving
(2011).

watching the earth breathe 
after Raymond Carver

Joanne Arnott
(from A Night for the Lady, forthcoming from 
Ronsdale Press)

watching the earth breathe
can become habit-forming, wind
touching incessantly at our clothes
tossing our hair, tousling spirits

we are water settling from sky 
gathering in the folds of leaves 
seeping into soil
watching the earth breathe

can become habit-forming
done tenderly with heart stirring
watching the earth newborn
on a grey morning. he told me

ideas travel first in drops 
rills of thought become creeks
springs erupt into streams, streams into rivers
rivers open-mouthed to the sea

where thought comes together
with other thought
it pleases me 

Joanne Arnott is a Metis writer and poet from Winnipeg; her books 
include Steepy Mountain (2004), Mother Time: Poems New & Selected 
(2007), and The Family of Crow (2012).
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by Charles Lillard

Some years ago a friend and I 
were up behind Bamfield prospect-
ing. One moment we were in thick 
timber, moving up a ridge, the next 
we were nose-to-nose with a clear-
cut. My partner let out a long whistle, 
then said, “From here it looks we’re 
winning the war.” I didn’t need to ask 
what war.

Once – once upon a time so recent 
some of us can remember its shape – 
an ancient forest of terrible beauty ran 
for 2,000 miles along the coast from 
Afognak Island, Alaska, to Big Sur, 
California. This forest did not wel-
come intruders. Peoples out of Asia 
moved through it, leery of its dark-
ness and clinging heat, attuned as they 
were to open skies and tundra. After 
them came a riverine people, downri-
ver from the interior, to be welcomed 
by salmon and eulachon. The land did 
not welcome them. No matter, these 
river people were used to living along 
the shoreline – in fact, preferred it – so 
the land lay quiet.

It was different when the first Eu-
ropeans arrived in the sixteenth centu-
ry. For the next two hundred years this 
wilderness fought Europeans, step by 
step, every inch of the way. Fog and 
wind led ships off course; rain and 
tides protected the snug harbours and 
safe passages; mountains and forests 
stood, solid as a wall; and forest fires 

half the length of the wilderness beat 
the people back. Until 1778, no one 
broke through to lay a finger on the 
coast. 

That was the year Captain James 
Cook cut timber for masts and spars at 
Nootka Sound. Keep the date in mind: 
1778.

By 1500 BC the lowlands of Chi-
na had been deforested; 2,300 years 
later, the ancient forests of Japan were 
gone. It took a thousand years for 
the deforestation of Mediterranean 
shores. At the time of the conquest of 
Gaul – call it present day France – the 
country was 80 per cent forest. The 
last ancient forests of Britain were cut 
for military purposes at the time of 
the Spanish Armada – 400 years ago. 

Our war – and what else are we 
to call it – has been more successful. 
Stateside it was all over by 1945. To-
day 90 per cent of the ancient forest 
in the US is gone; 60 per cent here in 
Canada. But even these dates and facts 
are misleading. Cook landed here two 
centuries ago, but the war didn’t start 
then. It didn’t start until the 1830s and 
1840s, when pioneers broke through 
into the forest. It started when the first 
steam equipment came into use, about 
1890, but did not really get underway 
until the teens and twenties of the 
twentieth century. 

War. There is no other way to 
describe it. In one century we lev-
eled our portion of the ancient forest. 

The protest movement 
to save the Clayoquot 
Sound wilderness forest 
had been building since 
the 1980s when the clash 
climaxed with blockades 
in 1993, twenty years ago 
this summer. Nuu-chah-
nulth indigenous lead-
ers and ecology activists 
made a historic stand that 
changed forestry practices 
in British Columbia. Over 
nine hundred activists 
were arrested and most 
convicted of crimes, be-
fore the surviving sections 
of the Clayoquot wilder-
ness were preserved. 
Charles Lillard (1944-97) 
was a British Columbia 
poet and historian, who 
published twenty books 
of fiction, poetry, and cul-
tural and natural history. 
Lillard delivered this talk 
to the Clayoquot activists 
in 1993 in support of the 
blockades, and Manoa 
Journal printed the talk in 
its 2013 edition, Cascadia, 
edited by BC’s Trevor 
Carolan and Manoa editor 
Frank Stewart. We reprint 
it here with the kind per-
mission of Rhonda Lillard.
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If this sounds like a long time, think 
again. You and I are only some 40 hu-
man lifespans away from Christ, 66 
away from Moses, 400 away from the 
arrival of man in the New World. Put 
differently: there are Douglas fir in the 
Clayoquot that are only two lifespans 
away from Christ, three from Moses. 
These trees are 1,500 lifespans away 
from the Pleistocene – 1.5 million 
years ago.

Here’s another perspective. Ed 
Bearder was a beachcomber in Alas-
ka. One unhappy camper. He’d started 
logging in Northern California about 
the time of World War I. Through the 
Depression and the war years, he’d 
worked his way up the coast and had 
ended up logging in the Charlottes. 
After that he’d worked in Alaska. But 
by the time I met him, all this was be-
hind him. He hated loggers and log-
ging. 

What caused this change of heart? 
I asked him once, and he said, “I was 
falling Sitka spruce at Windy Point – 
120 feet without a knot. Sometimes 
150 feet, clear, sweet wood, and it was 
all going to a pulp mill. Pulp mill.”

Sometime in the summer of 
1966, Bearder moved to Long Island, 
just north of the Queen Charlottes: a 
rugged, weather-beaten island we’d 
beachcombed earlier. “The fuckers 
won’t log it in our lifetime” were al-
most his last words to me. 

Now to flip backwards for a mo-

ment. When he was born, the term 
“Douglas fir” had only been in gen-
eral use for 25 years. He was six when 
“Sitka spruce” first appeared in print. 
And when “clear-cut” was first used 
in Canada in 1922, he was a young 
man. By my reckoning, he could have 
been 89 when the past he hated caught 
up with him. 

In 1990 I met a woods boss in 
Oregon. Days earlier he’d had a phone 
call from Alaska, offering him man-
agement of a logging camp for one 
of the Southeastern Alaska Indian 
bands. There were two conditions: 
“Don’t hire any Indians. Clear-cut the 
island.” What island, I asked. Long Is-
land, he said.

Is it any won-
der then that the 
long, narrow west 
coast wilderness 
has been called 
“one of the great-
est battlegrounds 
for existence on 
Earth?”

From the look 
of it, man is the 
winner in this war. 
Just saying this 
brings to mind a 

New Yorker cartoon from the height 
of the Cold War. A man comes out of 
his bomb shelter to a world flat as a 
plate and steaming like fresh roadkill, 
and turns to the door behind him to 
yell, “Come on out, Martha; our side 
won.”

Today we can fly from Sitka to 
Seattle and see almost nothing of the 
ancient forest. Not long ago, a forester 
looking down on some of this wrote, 
“I think of the unconscionable act of 
crucifixion, for surely we are crucify-
ing the Earth that sustains us, and all I 
can say is, ‘Mother Earth, forgive us, 
for we know not what we do.’”

That was then. Today we know 
what we’re doing. That’s why we’re 
here.

 
t

Charles Lillard (1944-97) was a 
British Columbia poet and historian; 
he published twenty books of fic-
tion, poetry, and cultural and natural 
history, including Shadow Weather 
(1996), and was nominated for a Gov-
ernor General’s Award.
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by Ray Grigg from 
The Common Sense 
Canadian

Real forests are 
wild. The forests of 
human contrivance 
are tree farms, planta-
tions, monocultures, 
timber supply areas. 
Such clusters of trees 
may superficially ap-
pear to be real forests, 
but they are less com-
plex, less organic, less 
living, and therefore 
less enduring. And 
they were handicapped 
by their beginning. 
Instead of originating 
and developing by the 
creative randomness of 
biological chance, their 
growth was guided by a 
defined purpose. They 
are not real forests be-
cause they are not wild.

Even real forests 
can lose their wild 
quality if disturbed by 
human influence. The 
enchantment provided 
by the wild is rare and 
delicate, sometimes 
violated by a word or 
a breath. Maybe this is 
why real forests invite 
the same quiet rever-
ence as cathedrals, 
temples, or those sa-
cred and holy places, 
which countenance 
nothing less than silent 
awe.

A person in a real forest is in the 
presence of the wild, of something so 
profoundly important and so deeply 
primal that it only speaks to our bones 
–  because, as Robert Bringhurst 
writes in “The Tree of Meaning: Lan-
guage, Mind and Ecology” (Counter-
point, 2008), “it is what-is.”

In Bringhurst’s thinking, the wild 
is the essence of “what-is,” a con-
viction – an insight, an awareness, a 
knowing – which he explores in the 
chapter, “Wild Language.” As a lin-
guist and typographer, Bringhurst is 
looking for the wild in language and 
typography, the same wild that is in 
real forests.

Not surprisingly, he admits fail-
ure. “Wild typography isn’t something 
I’ve achieved; its something I’m al-
ways trying to reach. It is typography 
in which each form is as well made 
and as well placed as the wildflowers 
blooming in an alpine meadow in the 
spring, deerprints in a rain-soft stretch 
of game trail, the feathers in a varied 
thrush’s wing, or the miniature forest 
of moss and lichen spreading over a 
stump.” In other words, the wild is a 
spontaneous rightness that happens of 
itself, an unfolding perfection and a 
continuing completeness that is pow-
ered from within.

The wild cannot be made by 
us. “People accustomed to orchards, 
farms and gardens,” writes Bring-
hurst, “very often think of the wild 
in opposition to the domesticated 
or tame. The garden, they say, has 
greater order than the wild. But it’s 
the other way around. The order of the 
garden may be easier to see, but it is 
fragile and superficial. It is artificial 

Thoughts on Robert Bringhurst’s The Tree of Meaning: Language Mind and Ecology
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and unnatural in a very convincing 
sense: it cannot take care of itself. The 
order of the wild is self-sustaining, 
flexible and deep.”

This brings us closer to the mean-
ing of wild in a real forest. In Brin-
ghurst’s words, such forests are “a 
living, ever-changing shrine to time-
lessness.” The wild contains a level 
of ordering that transcends human 
influence and control. “The wild is by 
definition unmanaged and unmanage-
able, and in some sense unconfined by 
those who would manage it.”

This begins to explain why real 
forests – wild forests – are so special. 
They provide something far greater 
than human planning and intention, 
something even more complex and 
permanent than the civilizations we 
think are so sophisticated and du-
rable. Indeed, as Bringhurst rightly 
observes, “Forests are also highly 
developed civilizations.” But they do 
not “need or want our managerial in-
terference.”

In reality, they contain a cru-
cial wisdom that we would do well 
to learn, replicate and internalize. In 
Bringhurst’s words, “human civili-
zations actually start to resemble” a 
wild forest when they begin “to sense 
and respond to [the same] supple and 
reinforcing order” that guides its 
growth. So, “The wild isn’t something 
to conquer or subdue; it’s something 

to try to live up to: a standard better 
than gold.”

If this were all Bringhurst had to 
say about the wild in forests it would 
be more than enough. But he has 
more. “As soon as you think your way 
out of the wild – as soon as depres-
sion or arrogance or some other form 
of exaggerated self-concern leads you 
to see yourself as distinct from it – the 
wild looks like a thing. You might 
imagine you can carve it up and sell 
it. You might even think you can re-
design it or manage it and do a better 
job than the wild itself. But of course 
you can’t. Your only hope, when you 
are really cut off from the wild, is to 
rejoin it. The wild is the biosphere: 
this tiny hollow ball which is the only 
place in the universe where you and I 
are free to be what we are.”

So the wild is a teacher, a con-
stant reminder that we can be our own 
wild selves, just as the forest is itself. 
The same spontaneity that grows a 
wild forest grows the fullness of our 
own character. Just as each wild forest 
is unique, so too are we each unique, 
the organic consequence of a com-
plex unfolding that happens of itself. 
We each become who we are just as 
a wild forest becomes what it is. The 
miracle of our own individual being is 
mirrored in the wild forest.

This comes close to the mean-
ing of wild. And it comes close to 

the essential reason for protecting 
wild forests. They are ourselves as 
we ought to become and as we ought 
to be. We find ourselves in them. We 
can feel peaceful and whole in them 
because the freedom that makes them 
what they are is the same freedom 
that makes us who we are. Entering a 
wild forest is like entering our deep-
est selves, like coming home to who 
we really are. The elusive feeling that 
pervades a wild forest is the creative 
power of nature fulfilling itself.

Without the wild we become 
lost in a contrived world of imposi-
tions and manipulations, captives in 
a construction of conventions and 
expectations. We lose our character, 
our integrity, our soul, our essence. 
We need wild forests as a reminder to 
both ourselves and to our civilizations 
that what we seek is not a thing to be, 
but a way to be.

t

Ray Grigg is an environmental 
columnist for the Campbell River 
Courier-Islander and The Common 
Sense Canadian; he is the author of 
seven books on Oriental philosophy, 
Zen and Taoism.

Photo: Avatar Grove, BC, by Jennifer 
Hladkowicz, Greenpeace.
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Stopping By
By Robert Bringhurst

I

Whose woods these are I do not know. 
I bought them from a man who said
he owned them, but I only have to be here
long enough to take a breath
and then it’s clear he did not own them,
nor do I.
              What is it possible to own?
The woman who says to me in the darkness,
I’m you’re woman, you’re my man,
is speaking, I’m sure, of belonging
rather than owning. There is only so much
owning you can do, I guess, before it turns
against you. Yet we marry one another
every day, that woman and I.
It’s what we do; it’s who we are.
You know, it’s taken us our lives
to get this clear. You know, it’s what
our lives were for.
                              Suppose we married
Forests, rivers, mountains, valleys,
grasslands, hills. Suppose 
we married them over and over, every day.
Suppose we also did this knowing
they will change, and so will we,
and we will die, and so will they.
Suppose we married the world itself 
in spite of the fact, or because of the fact,
that whatever is real is always barely
coming into view or going away.
You might remember what it says 
in Snyder’s poem. The land belongs 
to itself, it says. No self in self; 
no self in things. How else could anywhere 
ever be home?
                       And is that what the land 
understands that we don’t?
No self in self or in anything else?
Which is to say, no self at all?
Suppose the land just understands 
that it belongs. That’s all. It just
belongs. Could it belong to us?
I do not thing it does or ever 
has. Could we belong to it?

I do not think the land will ever
buy us, and I do not think we ought
to sell ourselves or ought to be 
for sale. But if we gave ourselves away,
do you suppose the land would take us?
Another way to put that might just be,
Do we belong? I want, of course,
to say we do. Except I know,
the way things are, it isn’t true.
The way we are, we don’t belong.
We’re passing by or passing through.
That’s how things are this afternoon,
here in the woods I do not own,
here in the woods I understood
a good deal better before I was born
than I do now. Another way 
to put that might just be,
we never learn.

II

                        That poem I lifted 
a few words from – Snyder’s poem – 
is called What Happened Here Before. 
It takes its name from where we are.
Wherever we let the land belong 
is called What Happened Here Before, 
because what happened here before 
is that the land learned how to be 
what it became. That is to say, 
it learned how to learn, day after day, 
to belong where it is. That is the story 
of each place that is a place and every 
thing that is a thing. It is the only way 
a being can become what being is. 
It is the story of the riverbeds, the gravels, 
bedrocks, mosses, Douglas-firs, 
the northern toads and black-tailed deer.

What-is consists of what is happening 
right now and what has happened here 
before. It wasn’t always how it is. 
It wasn’t always even here. 
No self in self; no self in things; 
no self in others either. Just 
the shape of what has happened here 
before, which keeps on shifting, changing, 
singing. Not forever. For a time 
you cannot measure in the way 
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you measure time. That is the thing 
that singing does. It carries whatever there is 
around and over the edge of time. 
That might just be how what has happened here 
before can keep on being. And it has, 
it does, it is.
                   The land, as you see, 
is a tissue of scars – collisions and slippages, 
floods and eruptions, fires and slides – 
and the dying, the dead, the unborn, and the living 
are jumbled together, eating each other. 
A tissue of scars and a tissue of wounds – 
and yet it keeps singing itself into being 
and into belonging. That’s how it is 
that the granite and limestone and basalt belong, 
the redcedar and shore pine and alder and hemlock 
belong, and the tree frogs and redlegs, 
foot-long slugs and sideband snails, 
squirrels and black bears, flickers and sapsuckers, 
pilpeckers, downies and hairies, 
and the five young ravens playing grab-ass 
on the porch rail yesterday at noon. 
They all belong. Because they do, 
these woods are theirs.

III

Whose woods these are I said I didn’t 
know. I don’t, it’s true. I am trying 
to learn, but the learning is slow. I do not 
know – but my hunch is that they do.

I said they could sing, and they do. 
We’ve all heard it. You might, in that case, 
think they would tell us. They do, I suppose, 
in their polyglot language. But there are no words, 
only grammars and things, in the thousands of tongues 
spoken at once by the forest. The sounds 
go way below and way above 
what our ears can keep track of. 
And some of the phrases take millions of years 
to unfold; some make barely a nick 
in a tenth of a second. The forest can sing, 
and it does, but we might as well say 
it is playing the chamberless orchestra 
it has built of itself; stone, wood, 
bone, horn, water, leaf, 
feather, hoof, shell, tooth, 
spilling its seed on the ground 

and its truth in the air. There are grammars 
and things – that is, living things, beings – 
not words, in its tongues – just as there are no words 
in the fingers and palms of a drummer.

You can say things with things 
that you can’t say with words. But even 
with words, I can try to say this: 
these trees and tree frogs, slugs and flickers 
really live here. They belong; they don’t 
belong to. They’re the ones who are 
these woods, and they’re the ones whose woods 
these are. I know a few scraps of the grammar 
and bits of the list, which is never the same, 
season to season and hour to hour. 
I work at the names, and some I remember, 
but still there are many I learn and forget, 
and a million more I’ve never heard. 
The forest consists of the beings who live 
and have died in the forest, some coming and going, 
some staying and many long gone but still feeding 
the ones who are living and singing here now. 
No self in self; no self in things; 
no self in parts or wholes. There is no 
self, but there is recursion, reflection, 
rebirth, and return. That the forest belongs 
to itself means the forest belongs. 

These woods and I are only partly 
married because one of us 
gives everything away and one 
does not. That’s how it is this afternoon, 
here in the woods I do not own, 
here in the world I just might once 
have understood but soon lost track of 
in the aftermath of birth. But in 
the aftermath of love, we start to learn. 

t

Robert Bringhurst is a poet, typographer, translator, cultural histo-
rian, and linguist, living on Quadra Island, BC. His books include 
The Calling: Selected Poems 1970-1995 and The Tree of Meaning: 
Language, Mind, and Ecology (2006).
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by Shane Moffatt

Canada’s breathtaking Boreal 
Forest, stretching from the Yukon to 
Newfoundland, still teems with life. 
Host to half of Canada’s bird popu-
lation, plus wolves, bears, and spe-
cies at risk such as the wolverine, the 
Boreal remains a globally significant 
ecological preserve. The forest con-
tains nearly a quarter of the world’s 
remaining intact forests and wetlands 
and remains among the world’s great-
est storehouses of terrestrial carbon. 
Studies show that old-growth areas in 
the Boreal forest remain active sinks 
that capture carbon from the atmos-
phere and retain it for centuries. 

Climate protection, then, is an-
other good reason to root for the elu-
sive woodland caribou, known as the 
“ghost of the forest.” Requiring up to 
9,000 square kilometres of intact for-
est to survive, the health of woodland 
caribou is a key indicator of Boreal 
forest health. However, Canada is rap-
idly losing these pristine forest eco-
systems, due to logging, road expan-
sion, and industrial development. 

We know that conserving large 
natural areas such as these forests is 
the best way to maintain biodiversity, 
support ecosystems adapting to cli-
mate change, and preserve ecological 
services such as water and air filtra-
tion. In a wide-ranging, interdiscipli-
nary report this summer, the Interna-

tional Boreal Conservation Science 
Panel recommended that “at least 50 
per cent of the Boreal should be re-
moved from industrial disturbance.” 
According to Environment Canada, 
65 per cent of caribou habitat must 
be off limits to give them a fighting 
chance at survival. Environmental 
groups, including Greenpeace and 
Canopy are calling for large protected 
areas buffered by conservation zones 
totaling 50 to 70 per cent of the land 
base. 

Regardless of whether we aim for 
50 or 70 per cent permanent protec-
tion in a given region, protecting these 
forests is one of the most pressing en-
vironmental challenges facing Cana-
da. Greenpeace has outlined a green 
economy vision for the Boreal that 
involves a robust protected areas sys-
tem that anchors resilient ecosystems, 
prosperous communities, sustainable 
(not boom-and-bust) economic de-
velopment linked to growing green 
markets, and manufactured wood 
products delivering real value for our 
resources.

Partnerships that include 
Greenpeace – such as the Great Bear 

Rainforest Agreements in British Co-
lumbia, the Amazon Alliance in Bra-
zil, and the Golden Agri Resources 
Agreements in Indonesia – have been 
able to deliver lasting protection with 
sustainable development. However, 
while Greenpeace had hoped that a 
successful model would be created 
through the Canadian Boreal Forest 
Agreement, the Agreement failed to 
deliver concrete conservation out-
comes.

Clearcuts in the Boreal forest 
still run upwards of 10,000 hectares, 
equal to about 18,000 football fields. 
Woodland caribou, the iconic species 
once abundant across Canada, have 
suffered a dramatic decline in the last 
century. Caribou have entirely van-
ished from half their historic range in 
North America. As habitat vanishes, 
northeastern Ontario and Alberta car-
ibou are declining by about 11 percent 
per year, resulting in the herds being 
cut in half about every six years. Ac-
cording to Jeff Wells at National Geo-
graphic News Watch, the George Riv-
er caribou herd of northern Quebec 
and Labrador stood at about 775,000 
animals in 1993, declined to 75,000 
by 2010, and now stands at fewer than 
28,000, a 96 per cent decline in two 
decades. 

Logging, road-building, and the 
resulting fragmentation of the forest 
lead to the extirpation of woodland 
caribou, directly through loss of habi-

Situation is critical for Canada’s remaining Boreal Forest
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tat and disturbance, and indirectly by 
increasing predation. The rare intact 
areas that remain are under increasing 
threat. These endangered forests rep-
resent some of the most ecologically 
valuable – and vulnerable – Boreal 
forest in Canada.

It is urgent that forest companies 
enter into collaborative processes 
to deliver genuine conservation in a 
short time frame. Provincial govern-
ments must make lasting regulatory 
decisions for protected areas in offi-
cially “Endangered Forests”, such as: 
northwest Ontario’s carbon-rich Trout 
Lake-Caribou forest; Quebec’s Mon-
tagnes Blanches forest; and Quebec’s 
Broadback Valley, at the heart of Cree 
traditional territory.

The caribou are an indicator spe-
cies. As they die off from habitat loss, 
we know that other species – some en-
tirely unknown to science – also van-
ish. If we do not immediately address 
Boreal forest degradation, Canada 
will cease to be home to one of the 
most magnificent forest ranges in the 
world, along with the wealth of eco-
logical, cultural and economic riches 
it provides. 

t

Shane Moffatt is a forest cam-
paigner at Greenpeace Canada, who 
is named in a lawsuit by forestry gi-
ant Resolute Forest Products against 
Greenpeace.

Elaho
Trevor Carolan
   
 Trucking thru Squamish river country in an
 old logging crummy,
 we bump thru closest thing to the Golden Triangle,
 past clear-cuts, boneyards,  big stumps.  
 Lucky from Wilderness Committee says, 
        “You’ll never find this place on your own…”  
 
 We pitch camp on a river bar, keeping eye out 
 for big fish-eaters – 
         Elder Brother Bear, his kinfolk 
 Glaciers to the north   south   west
 big peaks     old big trees
 timber wolves howl in moonlight,
 hair standing on the back of our necks.   
 Delgamuukw court case gives legal ownership back 
 to First Nations. 

 Now, it’s new legal scraps with Big Lumber  
 and eco-warriors get beaten-up by corporate goons.  
 Here and there though, a butt-salvage team 
 still splits cedar shakes in the deadlands.      
 John Clark leads us in past waterfalls,
 the way he’s done for forty years
 through Devil’s Club, valerian root
 to the pocket Grizzly meadow.   

Now we’re here.   To learn herb-picking   
on the mount
            paying    close    attention 
                    to everything.

Trevor Carolan is a BC writer and poet, whose books include The Lotus Singers: Short 
Stories from Contemporary South Asia (2011), Celtic Highway (2002), and  Return to 
Stillness (2003). 
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How community forest 
projects organize against 

foreign logging and mining 
interests

September-OctOber 2013

by Dawn Paley

In October of 2007, the people 
of Capulalpan De Mendez, Oaxaca 
blocked a main highway to Oaxaca 
City, the state’s capital, to protest a 
Canadian mining company in their 
forested territory. Inspired by up-
risings in the city the previous year, 
they stayed at the blockade for almost 
an entire workday. Protesters didn’t 
leave until government representa-
tives signed off on an order to shut the 
Canadian company down, which they 
did. Since that day, mining activity 
has ceased in the Indigenous Zapo-
tec community nestled among giant 
Ahuehuete, pine, and oak trees in a 
mineral rich mountainous area known 
as the Sierra Norte.

I first visited the village five years 
ago to report on the mine closure. Re-
cently, I returned to Capulalpan with a 
group of Canadian and US professors, 
to meet with folks who have helped 
lead the resistance to open pit mining. 
We learned that community forestry 
helps provide economic sustenance, 
making it more difficult for the min-
ing company to abuse the community 
or to advance their regular discourse 
about job creation and prosperity. 

Decades of bad forestry practices 
led to the community fighting to take 
the forest resources back into their 
own hands. “In 1957, the federal gov-
ernment tricked us,” said Benjamin 
Luna Bautista, a member of the elders’ 

council of Capulalpan. “They told us 
we were going to benefit from a new 
highway between Ixtlán and Tuxte-
pec. But it wasn’t to help us. It was to 
benefit from our natural resources.” 
The federal government granted a 
25 year concession to a nearby paper 
company, which cut trees along the 

200-kilometre highway and pulped 
them. In the early 80s, when the 
concession came up for renewal, the 
people of Capulalpan fought hard to 
regain control over their forests, and 
they won. A community-run business 
called the Union of Zapotec and Chi-
mantec Forest Producing Communi-
ties (UZACHI) now manages 22,000 
hectares of oak and pine forests. “Af-
ter having been tricked, the seed was 
planted that we could do it ourselves,” 
said Luna, a seventy-year-old man 
who is father of three and grandfather 
of seven. “It’s been a huge success.”

Community Forests
Today, there are 12 people em-

ployed as loggers and another 12 in 
the community-owned mill. All pro-
ceeds from the operations go towards 
community infrastructure projects, 
and the operation of the mill and the 
forestry projects are overseen by as-
semblies, which are the highest de-
cision making body in the village, 
which is ruled under customary in-
digenous law. Local authorities, cho-
sen through votes at assemblies, plot 
out land use in the village, together 
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deciding what will be cut, and where 
there will be no logging at all. When 
the assemblies (there are two, a land 
management assembly and a munici-
pal assembly) stall over an issue, they 
call in Luna Bautista and the elders’ 
council to lend experience and advice.

In all of Mexico, Capulalpan has 
become a model for progressive forest 
management. Small scale operations 
dominate in many areas. Mexico’s 
rugged terrain, scarcity of roads, and 
the fact that about 80 per cent of for-
ested land is owned by ejidos (com-
munal landholder groups), combine 
to create barriers for full scale forest 
exploitation at the levels witnessed in 
Canada or the United States. 

However, these community forest 
projects do not necessarily represent 
forest practices nationally. Mexico’s 
forests are home to approximately 
13.5 million people, who live in or be-
side forested areas, which is consdi-
ered to be a high level of human pres-
ence. There exists a large unlicensed 
logging sector, by which individuals 
cut trees without any kind of permits 
and sell them onto the market. 

According to the UN Food and 
Agricultural Organization, Mexico 
produces about 43 million cubic me-
tres of roundwood timber a year, less 
than a third of Canadian timber pro-
duction. Forestry products makes up 
less than 1 per cent of Mexico’s Gross 
Domestic Product, compared to 2.7 
per cent in Canada. This is where the 
Canadian government and multina-
tional corporations come in, sensing a 
land of opportunity ripe for exploita-
tion.

“National Security”
Only about 15 per cent of Mexi-

co’s forests are privately owned, with 
another five per cent classified as na-
tional land. According to a document 
produced by Foreign Affairs Canada, 
“This ‘ejido’ system of land manage-
ment is considered very inefficient as 

any development decisions require 
approval of all the interested parties, 
resulting in an approval process which 
can often drag on for many years.” 

Foreign Affairs Canada lauded 

former President Felipe Calderón’s 
move to include forestry development 
as part of Mexico’s National Security 
Agenda, as well as the Mexican gov-
ernment’s proposals to privatize com-
munally held land.

Constitutional changes in 1992 
allowed communal land to be trans-
formed into fee simple land and sold 
or leased to private interests. Thou-
sands of collective landowner groups, 
farmers and foresters in Oaxaca and 
elsewhere in southern Mexico, re-
fused to enter into the privatization 
scheme. Canadian forestry and min-
ing companies continue to see the 
people of Capulalpan de Mendez as 
barriers to investment. But the people 
in Mexico wouldn’t have it any other 
way: Their water and the sustainabil-
ity of their local economy depend on 
the careful use of resources.

Late one afternoon in Capula-

lpan, we climbed up between small 
adobe and concrete houses towards 
a grove of Ahuehuete trees, ranked 
among the largest trees in the world 
by diameter. Under whispering leaves 
and branches rustling softly in the 
breeze, we met with Francisco Gómez 
López, a local small business owner 
who formerly presided over the land 
management assembly. Gómez ex-
plained how his community organ-
ized through assemblies to keep the 
Vancouver based mining company 
Continuum Resources out and how, 
in every assembly, they reaffirm their 
opposition to modern mining in their 
lands. The council representing com-
munal land holders has declared the 
area where we sat, which is of partic-
ular interest to the mining company, 
sacred. 

Much has been learned since the 
community mounted a successful 
blockade against mining in 2007, but 
it was the experience of forestry strug-
gles, according to Gómez, that taught 
the community that they could fight 
and win against companies wishing to 
exploit their lands. “If we could do it 
once, we could do it again,” quipped 
Gómez.

t

Dawn Paley is a Vancouver jour-
nalist, who has written for The Guard-
ian, The Globe and Mail, The Nation, 
The Tyee, Counterpunch, and other 
periodicals; she is a contributing edi-
tor with The Dominion independent 
news cooperative, and a co-founder of 
the Vancouver Media Co-op.

Photos by Jonathan Treat.
p. 30 Left: Looking up in a park area in Capulalpan.
p. 30 Right: Elder women at a ceremony to declare 
one area of the community’s forest sacred.
p. 31: People walking through a trail in Capulalpan.
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by Heidi Greco

This March, I was lucky enough 
to visit Grand Bahama Island. Not the 
snazziest of the Bahamas, but I ef-
fortlessly fit into the easy rhythms of 
life there. One afternoon, my spidery 
senses started tingling, as I was sure 
I smelled something burning. Sure 
enough, to the East, and not far off,  a 
plume of smoke rose from the forest, 
thick and dark. 

Luckily, my cell phone was use-
less there. If I had phoned 9-1-1, I 
would have had egg on my face. It 
turns out this was simply the season 
for the island’s scheduled controlled 
burns. 

Palms and tropical pines make 
up most of the island’s forests, with 
an amazing density of thick under-
growth. As with forests anywhere, 
this underbrush can be the biggest de-
mon, fuel for out-of-control fires. To 
prevent larger, more dangerous fires 
later in the season, the forest care-
takers intentionally burn off the dry 
grasses and plants that comprise the 
undergrowth.

Besides helping to prevent larger 
fires, the practice of controlled burn-
ing also benefits other species. Be-
cause I’d spent a couple of years liv-
ing in Australia, I knew that many 
varieties of acacia –  or, gum trees 
as they’re commonly known there – 
actually need fire for their seeds to 
propagate. In that country, the prac-
tice of controlled burns has been 
around for thousands of years and is a 

long-standing tradition in Australian 
Aboriginal culture. 

Fire is a natural process of for-
est and grassland ecology. Fire can 
release seeds, prepare a hospitable 
environment for regeneration, release 
nutrients, limit insect damage, and 
control invasive plant species, such as 
blackberry, broom, or Japanese knot-
weed. California chaparral leaves are 
coated in flammable oils that inten-
sify fire to help release fire-activated 
seeds. Fire melts the resin that seals 
lodgepole pine cones, releasing the 
seeds. Giant sequoia count on fire to 
open gaps in the canopy, providing 
light to their seedlings. Regular fires 
reduce underbrush fuel and protect 
ecosystems from larger fires. Burned 
snags can provide habitat for nesting 
birds and promote biological diversi-
ty. Some wildflowers need high tem-
peratures to break down seed coating. 
Think of the bright spikes of fireweed 
that appear in the aftermath of fire.

Knowing this, I wondered wheth-
er (aside from firefighter training), 
controlled burn fires were carried 
out in British Columbia. I learned 
that controlled burns are a tradition 
among BC’s First Nations Peoples, 
and that the practice has been revi-
talized in northeastern BC for forest 

management and to improve grazing 
land for the area’s wood bison. Ironi-
cally, habitat improvement is a benefit 
of controlled forest burns. The Inca 
managed forests on 500-year cycles, 
using controlled burns (see box). 

Experts in the Southwest US, 
where recent deadly fires ravaged 
huge areas, are speaking out on the 
side of controlled burns to help pre-
vent these out-of-control infernos.  
Whether this might be a way to restore 
coniferous forests left behind by pine 
beetle devastation is a tricky proposi-
tion, but one that might help avoid a 
potential conflagration of epic propor-
tion. The practice of controlled burns 
may become more common. As our 
climate heats up, forest fires become a 
greater threat in drought-ridden areas, 
and controlled burns may reduce large 
fires. Perhaps, now that we have an of-
ficial Prescribed Fire Council for Brit-
ish Columbia, established in 2008, 
we may start hearing more about the 
long-standing practice and benefits of 
controlled burning. 

t
Heidi Greco is a BC writer who 

has worked with BC prison authors; 
her books include Shrinking Violets 
(2011) and posts a blog, Out on the Big 
Limb.

Historical Indigenous Controlled Burns
Phil Lane is a Hereditary Chief and Elder of Ihanktonwan Dakota and 

Chicksaw Nations, and founder of the Four World’s International Institute. He 
spoke with editor Rex Weyler about traditional indigenous forest management.

“Long before the arrival of the Europeans, our Northern people made 
journeys to meet with, trade, and share knowledge with the people from the 
south. We shared plants and knowledge about agriculture. We learned that the 
Inca managed forests in a 500-year cycle that included controlled burns. This 
practice was brought back to the north. The Blackfoot in what is now Montana 
used fire in this way. They knew that pine seed cones would only open in the 
intense heat. The fires would also clear the woodlands as pasture for deer. The 
land would be used in a cycle, from pasture, to farming, to young forest, to 
older forest, then fire, and the cycle would begin again as open pasture.”
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by Maleea Acker
From Gardens Aflame, New Star Books, 2012, 
108 pages, $19, ISBN: 9781554200658 

A Garry oak meadow is a garden, managed intricately 
by First Nations families and communities for centuries be-
fore Europeans arrived. They were constructed landscapes, 
created and managed through use of fire and species selec-
tion, to enhance productivity and maintain structure. The 
meadows also acted as an exterior interior, a meeting place 
for the creation of peace treaties between nations or tribes. 
They held those who attended their leafy rooms in an inti-
mate but spacious embrace.

For First Nations, this embrace also extended through 
to life on the other side. As humans, our burial sites reveal 
our notions of beauty, of vista, openness and spiritual pow-
er. Coastal Salish burial mounds and cairns appear in Garry 
oak meadows across southern Vancouver Island: on Metch-
osin’s Rocky Point, in Uplands Park, at Beacon Hill, and 
other locations. Whatever the arrangement of stones might 

mean regarding family or village identity, the fact remains 
that the people chose an oak-and-camas landscape – the 
same garden they cultivated for food – in which to place 
and harbour their beloved. 

Unique, Endangered Forest Cathedrals
Garry oaks are the only oak native to British Colum-

bia. Before European contact, Garry oak meadows covered 
much of southern Vancouver Island. According to the Garry 
Oak Ecosystems Recovery Team, by 2006, Garry oak eco-
systems had been reduced from 15,249 hectares to 1,589 
hectares. 

Garry oak trees are instantly recognizable. Their  bark  
is  pitted  and  corrugated, their branches are knotted, black-
ish-grey and bare in winter; come spring they grow hazy 
with fawn-coloured buds; as they leaf  out, their flame-hued  
leaves  turn  pale  green, then dark and leathery, with velvet, 
moss-green undersides in summer. The arched spaces the 
oaks etch overhead in a meadow can feel cathedral-like. 

Photo by Maleea Acker

Garry Oak 
Meadows of BC’s 

South Coast
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Garry oak communities harbour sub-habitats, vernal 
pools, dry rocky outcrops, grasslands, coastal bluffs and 
deep-soil woodlands. Insects, amphibians, lizards, birds 
and mammals are associated with the ecosystem. Oak 
meadows attract several species of native bees that are 
specialist pollinators, visiting only one species or genus of 
plant and providing a perfect, though vulnerable, pollina-
tion relationship. New species of mushroom and moss, and 
plants previously thought to be extirpated are discovered 
today in the meadows. 

Garry oak ecosystems contain  more than 694 species 
of plant, more than any other terrestrial ecosystem in coast-
al British Columbia, including over 100 species identified 
as at risk by Canada’s Committee on the Status  of Endan-
gered  Wildlife.  

Garry oak ecosystems are so well adapted to the mild 
winters and dry summers of our region that their dormancy 
period takes place during the summer, rather than winter. 
Once fall rains arrive, roots grow again 
and bulbs such as camas send out leaf 
stalks for the following spring’s bloom. 
Unlike the acidic soil conditions of 
coastal fir, hemlock and cedar forests, 
Garry oak meadows build rich, black, loamy soil through 
the yearly growth and decomposition of grasses and flow-
ers. 

However, for the past 150 years, the good soil and warm, 
dry, sunny areas have made Garry oak ecosystems the pri-
mary sites for agriculture and residential development, con-
tributing to their status as an endangered ecosystem.

Mount Tzouhalem Ecological Reserve
In 2007, a Biodiversity BC climate-modeling project 

at the Royal BC Museum estimated that by 2080 the lower 
third of BC will support only grassland species. If these pre-
dictions turn into a reality, and the south coast can no longer 
sustain large populations of conifers, Garry oak trees and 
associated species may be one of the last native ecosystems 
that can survive the drought that global warming brings. 
Creation of refugia, then, through restoration and continued 
management of Garry oak meadows, is an effective way to 
help ensure the survival of what may become our only re-
maining native forests. 

On southern Vancouver Island, there are a few such re-
serves of Garry oak ecosystems. Along with the Cowichan 
Garry Oak Preserve and the Somenos Preserve, the Mount 
Tzouhalem Ecological Reserve (near Duncan, BC) benefits 
from restoration, invasive species removal, and research 
projects. However, fierce philosophical battles rage over 
what constitutes the right method of protection and restora-
tion within its boundaries. 

How, ask ecologists, botanists, biologists, environmen-
talists and anthropologists, do we assist in restoring these 
meadows in an appropriate way? Which species should 
most thoroughly be protected? What is the intent of the res-
toration and how should it take place? What will be the final 
use of a meadow? Will the land be subject to human-centred 
priorities or nature-centred ones? Do we cut broom or pull 
it? Do we remove European grasses, or simply add native 
wildflowers to their mix? 

Add to this controversy the history of First Nations’ re-
lationships with Garry oak meadows, and their cultivation 
of the ecosystem over hundreds of generations, and com-
plex problems arise. To think of restoration, we are forced 
to consider not just how it should take place, but in whose 
image it should be made. As ecologist Dave Polster said 
during our walk at Mount Tzouhalem, when we restore an 
ecosystem we are always playing God; to move forward, we 
must admit this, and somehow decide how to get on with 

the work.
The Tzouhalem Reserve – named 

after a Cowichan band member who 
died in 1859 – is on the west slope of 
the mountain, overlooking Quamichan 

Lake and Cowichan Valley farms.  In Cowichan stories the 
mountain provided shelter during the Great Flood. In 1984, 
Tzouhalem became a reserve thanks largely to the efforts of 
the late Syd Watts and his wife Emily, who worked with the 
Cowichan Valley Naturalists Society to save the meadows. 
On three sides of the Tzouhalem reserve, residential subdi-
visions crowd its borders.  

Polster leads me through the mountain’s Douglas fir 
forest, where mountain bikers and joggers zoom by, and 
then along an incongruous chain link fence, where the re-
serve begins. A gap appears with a hairpin curve entrance; 
we go through, over the edge of the ridge and down the 
undulating slopes. Mount Prevost rises in front of us, and 
the Quamichan valleys stretch in pale green waves below. 
Tzouhalem is perhaps the most untouched oak ecosystem of 
any I visit on the south island. Syd Watts estimates that 600 
hours were spent ridding the land of invasive broom plants. 

Thanks to this work, in May, wave upon wave of shoot-
ing star, camas, spring gold and fawn lily stretch out be-
fore us. The fawn lilies are in full bloom, the shooting stars 
are just beginning. Due to the late spring, full bloom won’t 
happen here for another month. Polster moves through the 
meadow the way I once saw a monk at St. Peter’s Benedic-
tine Monastery move through a buttercup meadow – with 
great grace, despite his size, and on the balls of his feet, 
picking each footfall carefully. He takes me down through 
hollows of fern and small oaks, to the fringes of the reserve, 
then up small ravines to look for deltoid balsamroot, a listed 

“How will we know how these 
efforts have measured up in 

comparison to doing nothing?” 
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species that looks, in bloom, like a wild and lolling sunflow-
er. He stops and points at a fuzzy bundle of leaves, about 
two inches from my foot. “We should probably get out of 
here,” he smiles. 

Human Participation
Polster’s restoration project, to reduce native species 

encroachment in the meadow, is the source of controver-
sy. A Garry oak meadow is a sub-category of Douglas fir 
ecosystems. When a meadow is not managed by fire to 
keep it clear and open, native species such as Douglas fir 
and broadleaf maple encroach on the habitat. For some sci-
entists, encroachment is seen as natural progression of a 
Garry oak ecosystem into a dominant Douglas fir forest. 
Each year, fir seedlings reach further into clearings, drown-
ing out listed species such as the yellow 
montane violet and deltoid balsamroot, 
which tend to congregate on the edges 
of the Garry oak/Douglas fir interface. 
A century of fire suppression, coupled 
with logging in the 1930s and 1940s, has hastened fir en-
croachment. As the coniferous canopy expands, it creates a 
darker forest. The open meadow flowers and oaks disappear 
under the shade. 

In 2010, the preservation society, with provincial gov-
ernment approval, decided to do something about the en-
croachment. Polster prescribed the removal of Douglas fir 
down to a density that equaled that of the old growth stumps 
in the area. Polster and his volunteers limbed smaller trees, 
and girded larger trees to decay standing, since adding 
woody biomass to the forest floor wouldn’t help the flower 
population. The resulting landscape would be somewhat 
shaded, moister than the open upland meadows, but would 
let in enough sun to allow the flowers to flourish. 

However, BC biologists Peter Arcese and Adolf Ceska 
argue that Polster’s project fails to provide a baseline com-
parison for monitoring success. “How,” asks Arcese, with-
out a control group, “will we know how these efforts have 
measured up in comparison to doing nothing?” Arcese and 
Ceska argue that Polster should have divided the area into 
equal portions, treated half of them, and left half untouched, 
to see where, and if, listed species reappeared. 

Another argument against his project is the traditional 
intent of ecological reserves, as areas without human inter-
ference. The only justifiable alteration was the removal of 
invasive species. Otherwise, the land was meant to act as a 
baseline ecosystem, where the effects of climate change and 
natural process could be observed unimpeded.

This model has problems. For one, in 1987, budgets 
were slashed and directors were left with no staff to man-
age, holding large amounts of land, but with no money to 

monitor the changes taking place within each ecosystem. 
No data was collected. Since that time, dedicated caretak-
ers have managed the reserves. Arcese says this dedication 
encourages a sense of abiding interest, such as Polster’s 
project, that translates into decision-making that alters the 
original intent of the preserve. 

We are slowly learning how Garry oak meadows were 
created and maintained through human participation. 
Meadows were not managed with the idea of rigorous sci-
entific method in mind. Before European contact, they were 
part of the fabric and body of a culture itself, meant for the 
mutual benefit of the people and the species that inhabited 
them. Arcese demurred when asked why a historically man-
aged meadow should now be exempt from management. 
“We don’t know how often these meadows were burned,” he 

said, “Or for how long.” The evidence, 
he said, is anecdotal and it doesn’t nec-
essarily apply to upland meadows. Some 
research suggests that rocky outcrop 
meadows remained clear on their own. 

Better, he says, to leave these be. 
It could be argued, however, that any present day pre-

serve is an altered space, even if no restoration modifica-
tions are undertaken. A lack of fires, increased grazing, in-
vasive plants and animals, climate change, pollution, and the 
encroachment of development alter the ecosystems. Even 
house sparrows, who arrive with housing tracts, change the 
behaviour and survival capabilities of native bird species 
within a preserve.

The results of Polster’s encroachment project are no-
ticeable. After pruning and girding in 2010 and 2011, he saw 
a marked increase in flower shoots underneath the trees, 
due mainly, he says, to increased sunlight. I ask if he has 
decided to leave some of the firs uncut as a control patch, 
as Arcese and Ceska have argued. Polster smiles, and looks 
back up the hill, “The problem with a Douglas fir removal 
project is that it’s a pretty heavy hand. When you see people 
going after fir trees in an ecological reserve with chainsaws, 
alarm bells go off. They ask, ‘Why are you cutting native 
trees?’ But have a walk through Mount Tzouhalem munici-
pal forest, on the other side of the mountain, and you’ll see 
all the Douglas fir control areas you want. There’s not an 
oak tree left.”

t

Maleea Acker lives in Saanich, BC, where in 2011 she 
transformed her yard into a Garry Oak meadow; her books 
include The Reflecting Pool (2009) and Gardens Aflame 
(2012).
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“We don’t know how often these 
meadows were burned, or for 

how long.”
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by Joe Foy

We are made of water. 
About 70% of you is 
just plain water. Think 
of that. You are a body 

of living, breathing, thinking, acting 
– water.   

This explains a lot. No wonder 
I am so drawn to quiet rainforest 
fringed waterfalls, emerald pools and 
love the sound a small creek makes as 
it trickles over mossy logs and stones. 
I am related to water in all its forms. 
I love to drink water, swim in water, 
wash in water, and just look at, listen 
to, and feel – water. 

And so, when I was invited to at-
tend the eighth annual Paddle for the 
Peace River this summer – you know 
I just had to go. 

If you like water, BC is a mighty 
good place to call home. The road trip 
up to the Peace River Valley travels 
alongside lots of wild water ways – 
some big like the Fraser and Thomp-
son rivers and some small like the 
Rocky Mountain lakes and creeks you 
pass on the way to Fort St John.

The Paddle for the Peace event 
is put on by local First Nations, farm-
ers and conservationists to help build 
support for protecting the Peace River 
Valley against the proposed Site C 
Dam. If built, the dam would flood 
over 100 kilometres of valley bot-
tom, including over 6,000 hectares of 
farmland. The WAC Bennett Dam, 

located upstream, has backed up a 
massive reservoir that has leached 
mercury into its fish populations – no-
body in the valley wants to see that 
kind of water damage repeated with 
another damn dam. We spent the day 
in canoes on the great river, followed 
by good food and powerful words. 
People here-abouts are determined to 
save their piece of the Peace.  

Site C Dam is not the only threat 
to this region’s water. The natural 
gas industry has recently turned to 
the process of hydraulic fracturing, 

known as “fracking,” to squeeze the 
last gasp of gas out of the north coun-
try. Millions of litres of fresh water 
are routinely mixed with a toxic brew 
of chemicals, then injected deep down 
into the ground to free the most hard 
to get at gas.   

After the water comes back up 
it is stored in massive foul smell-
ing holding ponds. The size, extent 
and impact of these fracking opera-
tions on the landscape and water is 
astounding.  You have to see it – and 
smell it – to believe that anyone would 
be allowed to do this much damage 
to water in this day and age.  Coura-

geous people all over this region are 
resisting the growing gas empire and 
its pipes and toxic ponds. They fear 
what will happen to local waters if 
Liquified Natural Gas shipments to 
Asia ever become reality and the hun-
ger for more fracked gas grows to a 
frenzy.

Heading back south I stopped in 
at Williams Lake where the federal 
Environmental Assessment hearings 
for the New Prosperity Mine were just 
getting started. The Tsilhqot’in Na-
tion and their supporters put on a very 
moving event calling for the open pit 
mine plans to be dropped so that the 
Nation’s fish bearing waters could be 
protected from the dangers of toxic 
mine pollution.

I came away from my road trip 
understanding that water is under 
extreme threat from industry in our 
province and that many people are 
working very hard to defend their 
local water bodies. Let’s all support 
them. 

We are in deep water indeed – it’s 
time to get to safety.

t

Joe Foy is Campaign Director for 
the Wilderness Committee, Canada’s 
largest citizen-funded membership-
based wilderness preservation organi-
zation.

 You have to see it – and smell it – 
to believe that anyone would be 

allowed to do this much damage to 
water in this day and age.
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