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Keystone Species: a species 
which has a disproportion-
ately large effect on its nat-
ural environment relative to 
its abundance. Introduced in 
1969 by the zoologist Rob-

ert T. Paine. Other examples 
include the beaver, the wolf, 

and the moose.

by PERC Staff

PERC was on hand for 
this event, and received 
feedback on the article 

from OCF.

On A Roll To Protect Atlantic Salmon

Sonja Wood rode her motorized wheelchair from Nova Scotia to Ottawa, stopping along 
the way, to discuss and raise awarness about serious ecological issues affecting her home 
town and the entire Ottawa-St Lawrence watershed. Photo: Christopher Mansky

When the average 
Canadian hears 
the term “wild 

salmon”, they probably 
picture west coast salmon. 
After all, the migrations 
these fish undertake, and 
the majestic west coast 
rainforest ecosystems 
they support, are legend-
ary. Grizzlies fattening up 
for winter on spawning 
salmon, fish leaping huge 
distance up waterfalls, and 
the fight of local and indig-
enous people to keep the 
salmon habitat safe from 
oil spills and unsustainable 
aquaculture practices – 

these are all images we’re 
familiar with.
 But salmon aren’t 
confined to the west coast 
of Canada. Atlantic salmon 
are also a keystone species, 
and face their own set of 
obstacles when it comes to 
survival and migration. In 
fact, Atlantic salmon were 
once a major food species 
for indigenous people living 
along the Ottawa and St Law-
rence rivers. They are now 
rarely seen 
in these 
habitats.
 It 
was to raise 
awareness 
about the 
environ-
mental 
oversights 
and lack of 

appropriate conservation ef-
forts that activist Sonja Wood 
shut down her small fossil 
museum, and set out from 
Nova Scotia on September 
4th, 2019, heading for Otta-
wa. The journey would take 
her forty-nine days. In part, 
this was because she stopped 
along the way in towns 
affected by water pollution 
and fisheries issues. In part, 
this was because she made 
the journey in her motorized 

wheelchair.
 Sonja was 
injured in an 
accident on 
Highway 101 
many years 
ago, and has 
relied on mo-
bility assistance 
devices since. 
The accident 

marked the beginning of her 
journey as an activist, and she 
was eventually approached 
by salmon conservation 
groups because of her activ-
ism. Now, for twenty years, 
she has Chaired the group 
Friends of the Avon River.
 The Avon River (head-
waters for the Bay of Fundy) 
is a large salmon producing 
river in Nova Scotia with a 
history of environmental 
concerns. In the 1970’s, an 
existing bridge over the river 
was replaced by a causeway, 
which dramatically altered 
the flow of the river and 
resulted in the formation 
of an artificial lake which is 
popular among locals, but has 
been described by environ-
mental writers as “a biological 
desert” due to the amount of 
sediment that has built up.  

 The causeway 
has also been a constant 
headache from an infra-
structure perspective, 
as it was built with little 
regard for natural erosion 
patterns and tidal forces, 
and requires frequent and 
expensive upkeep. Recent-
ly, with a proposed expan-
sion of the nearby high-
way, these concerns are 
at the forefront again, and 
it was this that prompted 
Sonja to make her journey.
 Friends of the 
Avon River has been work-
ing with the Department 
of Fisheries and Oceans 
(DFO) for decades, but 
navigating the relationship 
between the federal agen-
cy, the province of Nova 
Scotia, and the local town-
ships has been difficult. 
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Extirpated: 
locally extinct 
from a region 

which was pre-
viously part of a 
species’ habitat.
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Sonja states that relevant 
federal legislation regarding 
environmental assessment 
and habitat protection have 
been ignored locally, while 
federal oversight has been 
unaware of what is going on 
in Nova Scotia.

Overall, conservation 
efforts have been hampered 
by lack of oversight from 
relevant government depart-

ments.
On her journey, Sonja 

stopped frequently in towns 
along the route to discuss 
salmon, fisheries and con-
servation issues with local 
residents. In addition to the 
concerns she sees all the time 
in Nova Scotia, she heard 
about water pollution issues, 
especially from pulp and 
paper mills, dams blocking 

fish access to 
the river, and 
other con-
cerns.
 In Quebec, 
she heard 
from small 
town resi-
dents who 
spoke about 
how import-
ant the At-
lantic salmon 
are for their 
economies 
– a popular
sport fish, At-
lantic salmon
are extirpat-
ed from their
American
habitats,
and people
travelling
from the
United States
to fish in
Quebec are
an important
economic
boost to
small towns.
Because of
pollution and

other threats, some natural, 
these places worry that soon 
their salmon will be gone as 
well.

Sonja was 
stymied 
in her 
attempts 
to meet 
with the 
federal 

minister in Ottawa by the 
Federal Election, although 
she had set out before it was 
called. However, thanks to 
media attention and the voic-
es of local activists (such as 
Fred Schueler, local biologist 
and partner of the conser-
vation artist Aleta Karstad 
who was profiled in the Fall 
2018 Edition of the PEN), the 
acting fisheries minister set 
up a meeting between Sonja 
and six government officials, 
which took place on October 
25th, 2019.

Sonja reported that 
the officials were receptive to 
her message, had generally 
been unaware of the poten-
tial environmental regulation 
violations that were taking 
place, and have agreed to 
investigate. There was also 
good media coverage of 
Sonja’s journey and requests 
while she was in Ottawa, and 
she was helped along the way 
by volunteers and faith com-
munities who allowed her 
and her partner (travelling as 
support in a small car) to stay 
or camp on their properties, 
recharge her wheelchair bat-
teries, etc.

It is Sonja’s hope, 
and the hope of Friend of 
Avon River, that the DFO will 
step in to require proper 
environmental assessment 
and enforcement of relevant 
legislation and guidelines 
as the area continues to 
be developed. In addition, 
conservation groups and 
associations should use more 
of their allocated  funds for 
habitat restoration projects.

Atlantic salmon, and 
indeed all the fish species 
affected by the health of 
the Ottawa and St Lawrence 
rivers, are important parts 
of the ecosystem of Eastern 
Canada, and it is the best 
interest of all Canadians in 
the long run if laws intended 
to protect vulnerable species 
can be properly upheld and 
enforced.

To learn more about 
this issue, visit the Save the 
Avon River! Group on Face-
book: www.facebook.com/
groups/12202985330/
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Above: Sonja en route through Matapedia, QC. Photo: Christopher Mansky
Below: Sonja’s route per Google Earth. That’s a lot of kilometers!

Sonja Wood, here holding a 350 
million year old fossil, works at 
Blue Beach Fossil Museum in 
Nova Scotia. 
Photo: Jim Waldrum.
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by Steffan Hammonds

Steffan writes regularly for 
the PEN.

Humans of PERC was 
formerly entitled “Hello 

PERC Volunteer”

by Grace Hill

Grace is a fourteen 
year old who loves 

nature, mindfulness and 
music. She is also super 

passionate about mental 
health, climate activism, 

education and female 
rights. She lives in Ottawa 

and attends Blue Sky 
School.

Hi, my name is Grace 
Hill and I am a proud 
student at Blue Sky 

School. Blue Sky is a new 
model of schooling where 
students learn how they 
learn, and become the next 
generation of changemakers 
through a personalized curric-
ulum.

This means that as 
a student, I get to build my 
learning around world topics 
that I am passionate about. 
Some of these topics include 

gender equality, education, 
mental wellness and climate 
activism. Here, I will share 
with you some of the projects 
I have started at Blue Sky and 
my next steps for the future.

Climate Activism

I ran a student-led 
workshop on the climate crisis 
at Blue Sky, getting deep into 
the science and the social, 
environmental and political 
impacts of climate change. As 
a result of this, I helped start 
Green Team!

Green Team is an 
environmental club helping 
to ensure eco-friendly actions 
at Blue Sky. Green Team has 
created a recycling video, 
proposed and enforced the 
rule of waste-free lunches 
and organized a Spring Clean-
Up within the community. We 
also created a big piece of art 
out of all the waste we used 
for a week. 

During this time, I partnered 
with my friend and fellow 
learner at Blue Sky, Kiara, and 
together we started the “cow 
methane project.”  We did 

research on 
how a lot 
of methane 
production 
comes 
from cows 
(specifically 
their gas) 
and figured 
out that 
feeding 
oregano to 
cows could 
reduce 
emissions. 
We have 
a plan to 
conduct an 
experiment 
by going 
to farms 

and testing 
if oregano 
could possibly 
reduce emis-

sions. Let us know if there is 
a herd of cows you know who 
could help us out!

Currently, my family 

is working towards going 
completely waste-free! We 
are shopping bulk and plan-
ning waste-free and plant-
based meals to reduce our 
carbon footprint. So far in 
the process, we are finding it 
surprisingly challenging but 
very much a more healthy 
and rewarding life style!

Gender Equality Advocacy & 
Mental Wellness

In the first year of 
Blue Sky School, we attend-
ed a two-day conference 
called the Future of Good. 
There, I met this wonderful 
woman named Atong Deng, 
from South Sudan. She 
talked about the abuse and 
mistreatment of women in 
her home country. I felt so 
sad after this, realizing how 
lucky I am to live in a country 
where I’m not mistreated or 

continued on pg 6. . . 

Humans of PERC: 
Akil Mesiwala - Becoming a Community 
Activist in Ottawa

Akil Mesiwala first 
came to the Peace 
and Environment 

Resource Centre (PERC) 
in 2018. In 2017, he was 
visiting Ottawa from the 

US, attending an exhibition. 
He saw a copy of the Peace 
and Environment News at the 
Glebe Community Centre and 
he decided to join the PERC 
when he moved to Ottawa. 

Akil found that he 
shared some interests with 
Kathryn Norman, PERC’s Co-
ordinator, when he first came 
to PERC. (Editor’s Note: Green 
buildings and dinosaurs!) He 
found the other members of 
PERC to be interesting people 
and he sought to become 
more involved. He does var-
ious things at PERC, includ-
ing helping out at events by 

taking notes and 
taking pictures, and 
writing blog and PEN 
articles. He recently 
joined PERC’s Board 

of Directors. 
Akil is 

an engineer by 
education and 
has a Master’s 
degree in 
clean energy. 
He describes 
himself as a 
problem solver 
and a dream-
er. Among his 
other volun-
teer roles, Akil 
has helped out 
as an ESL tutor 
and as an ani-
mal shelter worker. He really 
enjoyed looking after a litter 
of two-week old kittens. (Ed-
itor’s Note: Who wouldn’t?! 
Add “kittens” to our list of 
common interests!) 

Akil is working in the 
field of clean energy, trying 
to make society a bit more 
sustainable. He has partnered 
with a psychologist to start 
a consultancy called Strate-
gic BIAS (Behavior Insights 
Analytics Sustainability) to 
help clients improve their 
sustainability outcomes using 

behavior science and ana-
lytics. He has also launched 
a new social venture, called 
The Box Of Life, to design and 
build beautiful indoor ver-
mi-composting systems that 
empower people to upcycle 
their food scraps into worm 
castings - nature’s best fertil-
izer. 

Akil’s hobbies include 
watching soccer on week-
ends, going for hikes outdoors 
and reading books every now 
and then. He used to play 
table tennis semi-profession-

ally. He has been involved 
with newspapers and 
magazines for a long time, 
and wanted to continue 
this involvement when he 
moved to Ottawa. He feels 
that newsprint is a dying 
form of communication 
and that by being a mem-
ber of PERC he can help to 
save it.

Akil has high 
hopes for the future of 
PERC and feels that there 
is a need for peace and 
environmental activism. 

Akil is a partner in a 
consulting firm that 
uses behaviour science 
and analytics to help 
motivate sustainability. 
His favourite movie is 
Jurassic park and his 
favourtie dinosaur is 
the T-rex.

Akil took part in the Ottawa Energy Collective Impact strategy summit. Pic-
tured here talking with Melanie Anderson from Tucker House. Photo: PERC.

Blue Skies: Alternative Education 
Fosters Next Generation of 
Changemakers

Grace and friends at the Ottawa Climate 
March with a sign reading “I have big dreams, 
I need a future!” Photo: Blue Sky Shool



January - March 2020 Peace and Environment NewsPg  4

PEACE AND ENVIRONMENT CALENDAR
We provide FREE event listings to Non-profit groups. To submit an event, email pen-editor@perc.ca as far in advance as possible.

PLEASE CONFIRM EVENTS BEFORE ATTENDING. 

GROUPS

Ecology Ottawa Eco-Gala, Oct 11, 6:00 
- 10:30 PM. Tickets start @ $60 and
include vegetarian meal, networking
and silent auction. Paul Dewar to be

City of Life: 
Rediscove City of 
Life: Rediscovering 
Nature in Your Own 
Backyard ring Na-
ture in Your Own 

World Food Day
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Intl. Human
Trafficking Aware-
ness Day

World Religion Day

RVCA: Baxter Con-
servation Area Win-
ter Adventurers Day 
Camp. Info: Andrea 
@ 613-489-3592

World Whale Day

Intl. Day for 
Tolerance

Random Acts of 
Kindness Day

Intl. Polar Bear Day

2020 is the United Nations Year of 
Plant Health.

Biodiversity, sustainable agriculture, 
food security  & more!

World Wetlands Day

27
RVCA:Foley Moun-
tain Winterr Adven-
turers Day Camp. 
Info: Rebecca @ 
613-273-3255

MLK Jr Day of Service

World Day of Social 
Justice

Digital Learning Day

Leap Year!
NCENN: Behav. Sci. 
for Sustainability. 10-
12. info@ncenn.ca

Zero Waste Living: 
Ottawa Tool Librar. 
7-9pm. info@ottawa-
toollibrary.com

Campaign Launch: 
Free Transit Ottawa. 
7-9 PM. Avant-Garde
Bar, 135 1/2 Besserer
St. Info: freetransitot-
tawa.ca

Winter Ecology 
Walk: Identifying 
Trees. 1-3 PM, Just 
Food Farms. info@
earthpath.ca

Winter Ecology 
Walk: Animal Tracks 
& Signs. 11-2 PM, 
Just Food Farms. 
info@earthpath.ca

Women’s March Ot-
tawa Event Launch. 
Jean Pigott Place, 
10-12:30. www.
womensmarchotta-
wa.ca

Housing Emergency 
Rally, 9 - 9:30 AM, 
Marion Dewar Plaza. 
Info: catherine.mck-
enney@ottawa.ca

Green Trade Expo 
EY Centre - 8AM Feb 12 - 4 PM Feb 13. 

www.greentrade.ca

Non-Violence for Social Change: Active Peacebuilding
Mennonite Canada Ottawa Office 8:30 Feb 20-noon Feb 

22. (613) 238-7224

The Hope Closet 
Clothing Exchange. 
9:30AM-3:30PM, 
Woodvale Church, 
205 Greenbank Rd. 

Science Cafe: Rideau  
Canal Conservation. 
6:30-7:30 PM, 1049 
Bank St. https://science.
carleton.ca/events/sci-
ence-cafe/

Guess Who’s Coming to 
Dinner: Play & Fundrais-
er. Options Bytown & 
Ottawa Little Theatre. 
$35, 2:30 PM. info@
optionsbytown.ca 

Can. Food & Ag. Mu-
seum, 7PM. 

Food for Thought: 
Intro to Zero Waste

Green Drinks
5:30 PM Start
Fox & Feather Pub, 
283 Elgin
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PEACE AND ENVIRONMENT CALENDAR

ActCity Ottawa. Social issues discussion
and collaboration. Find us
on Facebook. Email: actcityottawa@
gmail.com

The Environmental Health
Association of Ontario meets 3-4 times
a year. For dates and details on meetings
or for information please visit 
<www.ehaontario.ca> or call our Help Line 
at 613-860-2342.

Amnesty International Group 56
meets monthly. Call 613-445-3996.

Canadian Peace Initiative (CDPI) -
Ottawa Chapter meets at 7:30 pm on
the 2nd Tuesday of the month except for
the summer, at 91A Fourth Ave. <www.
departmentofpeace.ca> Call 613-341-
9216 or 613-276-6764.

Citizens Climate Lobby Ottawa
advocates for legislation to curb fossil
fuel emissions and move to low carbon
energy. CCL-Ottawa meets the Tues 
following the 1st Sat of each month, 7-9 
p.m. at members’ homes. Info: ottawaccl@
gmail.com, mwesche@xplornet.com or 
819-459-1910 (leave message).

Ecology Ottawa is a grassroots nonprofit
organization working to make
Ottawa the green capital of Canada. To
volunteer, or receive our e-newsletter,
visit <ecologyottawa.ca> or call 613-
860-5353.

Faith and the Common Good is a
multi-faith environmental network
working with faith communities in
Ottawa. Regular networking events,

Greening Sacred Spaces. <http://www.
greeningsacredspaces.net/> Email:
ottawa@faith-commongood.net

The Greenspace Alliance of Canada’s
Capital works to join individuals and
citizens’ groups to protect significant
green spaces in the national capital
area. Members include scientists,
journalists and economists. Visit <www.
greenspace-alliance.ca> Call 613-739-
0727 or email 
contact@greenspacealliance.ca.

The Indigenous Peoples Solidarity
Movement - Ottawa (IPSMO) is a
grassroots organization that supports
indigenous peoples in struggles for
justice. <www.ipsmo.org> Email:
ipsmo@riseup.net

Just Voices choir: an activist choir
that sings songs about peace, the
environment, women, and other social
justice issues. New members welcome.
Practices Wednesdays at 7 pm. from
Sep to June at the Bronson Centre, 211 
Bronson Ave. Info: www. justvoices.ca 

Maison Tucker House Children’s 
camps, courses, retreats, rentals, 
eco-programs.  < www.maisontucker-
house.ca/>

No One Is Illegal - Ottawa. <http://
noii-ottawa.blogspot.ca/> email
<noiiottawa@gmail.com> A coalition
of immigrants & allies dvocating & fighting 
for the rights, dignity, and respect of 
immigrants, refugees, indigenous peoples, 
and those living without status in Canada. 

N O W A R / P A I X < h t t p : / / w w w .
nowarpaix. ca> Email: nowar.paix@
gmail.com

We provide FREE event listings to Non-profit groups. To submit an event, email pen-editor@perc.ca as far in advance as possible.
PLEASE CONFIRM EVENTS BEFORE ATTENDING. 

The National Capital Peace Council of
the Universal Peace Federation upf.org
meets for a complementary vegetarian
breakfast at 7:30 am on the last Tues  
every month to hear presentations by 
other peace-minded groups. Info: 613-
218-1431,or thestring@rogers.com

One World Arts. <www.oneworldarts.
ca> Call 613-238-4659.

OPIRG-Carleton resource library
and working groups. 326 Unicentre,
Carleton University. <http://www.
opirgcarleton.org/> Call 613-520-2757.

The OPIRG-Ottawa Resource Centre.
Room 215 Unicentre, University of
Ottawa. <http://www.opirg-gripo.ca/>
Call 613-562-5800 x4363/4365. Ottawa 

The Ottawa Biosphere Eco-Cities 
Initiative (OBEC) provides a convenient 
drop-in/drop-out model of volunteering 
on local sustainability projects. Get 
involved in something you care about. 
www.obec.ca 

The Ottawa Organic Farmers’
Market year-round, Saturdays, 10
a.m.–2 p.m. at Canada Care, behind
Canadian Tire, Bank at Heron. <www.
oofmarket.ca> Call 613-826-2286.

Ottawa South Eco-Action Network
is a community group active in the 
Mooney’s Bay area. Based on the Ecology 
Ottawa model of grassroots action on 
climate and ecology issues. https://www.
facebook.com/OttawaSouthEcoAction/

Physicians for Global Survival 30
Cleary Ave, Ottawa. <www.pgs.ca>
Call 613-233-1982 - Working on nuclear 
disarmament.

The Population Institute of Canada
a group concerned with the effects of
world overpopulation. <www.piofc.ca
> Call 613-833-3668 or Email: mail@
populationinstituteofcanada.ca

Raw Vegan Potlucks in the Glebe at
St. Giles Church held the last Friday
of each month. <www.SimplyRaw.ca>
Call 613-234-0806.

RESULTS Canada meets 2nd Tues 
of each month to take action on an 
issue related to absolute poverty at 
the Dalhousie Community Centre. 
Come be a voice for the world’s 
poorest.  www.resultscanada.ca. 
Info: Stephen  - scstdenis@gmail.
com. 

Transition Ottawa helping to face the
challenges of Climate Change through 
practical solutions on a local scale. 
<http://transitionottawa.ning.com/>

The Utne Reader Salon Discussion
Group meets monthly. Call Andrew
613-259-5704.

Vegetarians and Vegans of Ottawa
have a veg*an (vegan and vegetari-
an) meetup twice a month. <www.
ottawaveg.com>

World Federalists Movement -
Canada <www.worldfederalists-
canada.org> Call 613-232-0647 or 
Email:wfcnat@web.ca

Water Rangers 
Citizen Science to protect our 
local waterways. Borrow a test kit. 
<www.waterrangers.ca> 
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Intl. Women’s Day

World Wildlife Day

Intl. Day of Forests 
& the Elimination 
of Racial 
Discrimination

World Poetry Day

World Water Day World Meteorological  
Day

Earth Hour, 
8:30-9:30 PM

NCENN: 10am-12, 
Alta Vista. 
info@ncenn.ca

Deadline for Spring 
PEN submissions. 
pen-editor@perc.ca

Green Drinks
5:30 PM Start
Fox & Feather Pub, 
283 Elgin
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Blue Sky School (blueskyschool.ca) is a non-profit, inde-
pendent school in Ottawa created by teacher and author 
Shauna Pollock, recipient of the Prime Minister’s Award 
for Teaching Excellence. PERC first crossed paths with 
Shauna and Blue Sky at a United Way event in 2017.

Grace Hill is featured in Episode 5 of the podcast Edge 
& Main, produced by Future of Good. After listening to 
her inspiring interview there (https://futureofgood.co/

edgeandmain-gracehill/), we reached out to Shauna for a 
connection with Grace, and she was excited to contribute 

this piece.
Connect with Grace: grace@blueskyschool.ca

Editor’s Note: Have you ever found 
yourself in a “but we’ve always done 

it this way” situation?

When I first started at PERC, we were 
still printing shipping labels on a dot 
matrix printer because we’d always 
done it that way - it was nostalgic, 

but I’m glad we changed it!
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. . . continued from pg 3

abused because I am a girl, 
and am accepted for who I 
am, that I knew I needed to 
take action.
 Right now, my main 
priority is learning as much as 
I can about this large prob-
lem. Working with wonderful 
and inspiring people like 
Atong, and doing every-
thing I can to work towards 
a solution empowers me. 
In addition, for the last two 
years I have run a fundraiser, 
“Laughs for Hope,” founded 
with my friend Jay.
 Jay is a youth come-

dian who is super passionate 
about mental health and well-
ness, and the event focuses 
on raising funds for not-for-
profits in South Sudan and Ot-
tawa (including the Children’s 
Hospital of Easter Ontario and 
the Youth Services Bureau, 
locally). Both times, Laughs 
for Hope ended up being an 
amazing night filled with mu-
sical acts, inspiring speeches, 
and of course comedy! 

Blue Sky Youth Ambassador

 This year, I decided to 
build a whole project around 
helping Blue Sky School. I 

have created a proposal to 
help scale Blue Sky through 
funding, marketing and pro-
gram/curriculum building. I 
am currently helping out with 
giving presentations to possi-
ble Blue Sky families, network-
ing, and building packages for 
partners and business.
 Since I am also pas-
sionate about mental health 
and wellbeing, I am helping to 
build a mental wellness pro-
gram at Blue Sky. So far, I have 
created a mindfulness club at 
my school, and implemented 
a school-wide routine about 
emotional regulation. I have 
invited several mental health 
professionals into the space 
and I have certainly learned a 
lot from them!

What’s Next?

 I am 
going to contin-
ue to support 
Blue Sky School 
in every way I 
can by continu-
ing to network, 
attend meetings, 
giving feedback 
and running 
workshops on 
mental wellness 
for the students. 
I am also hop-
ing to continue 
supporting my 
family through 
our waste-free 
journey and will 

start blogging about it so you 
can follow our story. I am 
going to continue my South 
Sudan project by connecting 
and learning as much as I can 
about the complex issues of 
the country. Most important-

ly, I am going to be the best 
student I can be by taking 
advantage of all the in-
credible opportunities and 
enriched learning experi-
ences I get here at Blue Sky 
School!

Skeptical Hippie: Argument From Antiquity

“The most dangerous 
phrase in the language is 
‘We’ve always done it this 

way.’” 

 This quote, attribut-
ed to US Navy Rear Admiral 
Grace Murray Hopper (1906-
1992), is a staple in business 
publications, and bears con-
sideration. It is perhaps ironic 
to start an article on the ar-
gument from antiquity with a 
quote from someone notable 
for being the oldest serving 
army officer, but Hopper was 
also a computer programming 
pioneer and famously more 
concerned with the future 
than the past. In an edition 
of the PEN focussed on youth 
leadership, this seemed like 
an ideal logical fallacy to 
examine.
 Sometimes also 
called the “Appeal to Ancient 
Wisdom”, the argument from 

antiquity can be summed up 
as a “we’ve always done it 
this way” mindset.
 Usually, the specific 
argument you’ll encoun-
ter runs along the lines of 
“people have been doing 
this for thousands of years, 
so it must work.” There is a 
certain sense to this--after 
all, we do have a tendency 
to abandon methods that 
don’t work in favour of those 
that work better--but it 
makes the assumption that 
people throughout history 
have been able to reliably 
tell what works. That is a big 
assumption.
 People, for thou-
sands of years, intentionally 
bled each other to treat all 
manner of medical problems 
(including bleeding!), used a 
variety of gross and unsani-
tary substances (like croco-
dile dung!) to treat wounds, 
and routinely used up all the 
resources in an area before 
resorting to violence or mov-
ing on to another area to get 
more resources.
 Just because some-
thing has been done for 
thousands of years doesn’t 

make it effective, true, or 
right.
 Of course that 
doesn’t mean everything 
that’s been done the same 
way for a long time is wrong. 
People have loved their chil-
dren, practiced altruism, and 
looked for ways to promote 
peace and happiness for a 
long time as well.
 In the race to reach 
the South Pole, Norwegian 
explorer Roald Amundsen 
learned from Inuit traditional 
wisdom how to travel and 
survive in a polar environ-
ment, while British explorer 
Robert Falcon Scott eschewed 
traditional wisdom for the 
modern British way: the first 
succeeded, while the second 
perished. However, Amund-
sen didn’t simply listen to a 
list of things that have always 
been done the same way--
he relied on the evidence of 
the Inuit people’s continuing 
ability to thrive in a harsh 
environment.
 The argument from 
antiquity is a logical fallacy 
precisely because it skirts the 
use of actual evidence. There 
may be a correlation between 

Grace with Atong Deng from South Sudan, who inspired 
her to take action on gender equality. Photo: Blue Sky 
School. 

an idea being ancient and it 
being correct, but being an-
cient is not actually evidence 
that it is correct. 
 So what? What’s the 
harm? There are lots of ways 
that appeal to ancient wis-
dom interferes with trying to 
create a more sustainable and 
just society.
 We run our democ-
racy the way we always have, 
and end up with governments 
that the majority are unhappy 
with. We hunt endangered 
species to extinction for “tra-
ditional” remedies. We can’t 
adopt renewable energy as 
quickly as we should because 
we’ve always relied on cen-
tralized power distribution. 
We relegate people to a life 
of poverty or dependence be-
cause our traditional employ-
ment model says if you can’t 
work forty hours a week 
in the usual nine-to-five 
pattern, you’re too dis-
abled to work most jobs 
that can support you. 
Perhaps most important-
ly, we dismiss new and 
innovative ideas because 
they are different from 
what we’re used to.

 Sometimes, old ideas 
aren’t good anymore because 
things change and the circum-
stances that made one way of 
doing things effective in the 
past just aren’t the same any-
more. Sometimes, they were 
never good ideas and it just 
took a really long time for us 
to be able to tell, or to come 
up with any better ideas. 
 Sometimes, they are 
in fact still good ideas. The 
age of an idea is not, by itself, 
a good measure of how good 
an idea it is. 
 The next time some-
one tells you that something 
works because it’s always 
been done that way, don’t re-
ject it outright, but don’t take 
at face value either. Is that the 
only way they know it works? 
Could it work better? 
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Editor’s Note: Is it coin-
cidence that this book 

review is right after the 
Skeptical Hippie’s warn-

ings about the Argument 
from Antiquity? Maybe, 

maybe not.....
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Cover of Humans, by Tom Phillips (Hanover 
Square Press, 2019).

Lately I’ve been making 
an effort to reduce my 

contribution to the 
landfill, with a special focus 
on single use plastics. For 
the past several months, 
I’ve been schlepping my 
jars and canisters to my 
local health food store 

to refill with nuts, seeds, 
flours, sugars, etc. It makes 

me feel good and will 
hopefully make some small 

difference in the ever-in-
creasing pile at the dump. 

 One item that was 
so easy to switch over from 

packaging to bare bones 
was soap. I stopped buying 

liquid soap for the bath-
room & kitchen counters. 

You know – the colour 
coordinated, moisturizing, 

lavender field scented, 
pump of liquid soap. . . so 
much less messy & it looks 

pretty too! For a while I 
bought the larger refill to 
avoid more pumps and 

smaller bottles in the blue 
box, but in the end, I was still 

adding to the blue box.
 Don’t get me wrong, 
stuff in the blue box is great, 
but a recent Facebook post 
from the David Suzuki Foun-
dation challenged me to a 
new way of thinking. I had 

been feeling all smug about 
our two full blue boxes (for 
two people) and that Face-
book post was a slap in the 
face. Hence, the refocus on 
reducing packaging and the 
shift in my buying patterns. 

 Back to the soap 
story…. I became reacquaint-
ed with these simple things 
called “bars of soap”: some 

come all bundled up in a box 
with a plastic coated paper 
wrapped around them, oth-
ers come with a paper label 

and are also wrapped in 
plastic, but there are several 
at my local health food store 

that are sold without any 
packaging.

 I dove right in for 
these “naked” bars, but 

now I was faced with a new 
challenge. After using the 

pretty pump soap for years, 
I no longer had soap dishes 

on hand. Reluctant to go 
shopping for one, I snooped 

around the house for any 

little dish that might work. I 
found a cute little dish that my 
late mother-in-law lifted from 
a swanky hotel in Montreal. 

The soap fit in it perfectly and 
it was pretty. I’m feeling good 

about avoiding a purchase. 
 As time went on, I 
began to see the error of my 
ways. This cute little dish is 

made of porcelain and it sits 
on the edge of the pedestal 
sink. Do you see where I’m 

going? Every time the soap is 
used, it rests in its own gooey 
mess in the dish until the next 
time you need to exercise that 

good hygiene practice. Your 
hands are wet, you reach for 
the soap and it’s stuck to the 

dish, you pull and it clangs 
against the counter, threat-

ening to break with each 
attempt to free it.

 Now remember I said 
that my mother-in-law lifted 
this - well I don’t know that 
for sure, but I do know that 
this is something that my 

husband saved from all the 
items in her beautiful Montre-
al apartment, so I really don’t 

want it to break. It means 
something to my sweetheart. 
While I still haven’t taken the 

time to go shopping for a soap 
dish, there is a little worry in 
the back of my head that if I 

The Soap Dish 
don’t soon replace it some-

thing will happen and he’ll be 
disappointed.

 To confirm my worries 
are not unfounded, my friend 

shared a story of her soap 
dish, without any prompt-
ing or hinting from me. We 

were chatting when she told 
me that she recently treated 
herself to a lovely wooden 
soap dish. You see, she had 
a nice little porcelain dish 

holding her bar of soap too. 
The soap always stuck to it, 

threatening to break and then 
one day it did, to the chagrin 
of her adorable seven year-

old nephew who was trying to 
use the soap at the time.

 My friend is super 
cool and knows what is truly 
valuable in life, so she quickly 
reassured him that it was no 

big deal and it was “just a 
soap dish”. But while I could 

completely relate to her 
story, I didn’t tell her that the 
danger of the same incident 
happening at our house was 

imminent! 
 Hearing this story as 

Christmas approached, the 
prospect of the dish breaking 

wore on me, but I was too 
busy to shop for a different 
one. So, the big day comes 

and we have a couple of gifts 

to open from a few close 
friends, including a big box 

that arrived by Canada 
Post from our friend over 

4000km away. It’s always so 
fun to open her gift as it’s 

filled with lots of little treats 
for everyone in the family 
– husband, me and feline 

family members.
 There was a cigar 

for him, cat nip toys for 
the boys, a movie pass gift 
card, and a wooden SOAP 
DISH with bare bones, just 
a paper wrapper around 

them, hand made soap. We 
loved everything in the box 

but I was blown away by 
the soap dish. Who sends 

someone a soap dish?
 Because she lives 

on the other side of this 
massive country, she hasn’t 

experienced my gooey 
accident-waiting-to-hap-

pen soap dish, and I hadn’t 
shared any of the above de-
tails with her. How does this 
happen? This is serendipity 
and reinforces my connec-
tion with this dear friend 

who I see too little and miss 
so much.

I love my new soap dish.

Humans: A Brief History of How We 
#@*&ed It All Up - Book Review

WE ALL MAKE MISTAKES, 
BUT SOMETIMES WE RE�
ALLY MESS UP! A REVIEW 

OF TOM PHILLIPS’ HU�
MANS: A BRIEF HISTORY 
OF HOW WE F*CKED IT 

ALL UP

They (whoever “they 
are”) insist that “you 
can’t judge a book by 

its cover” and most of us 
would agree, some titles 
just don’t fit. Is it the shock 
value that is prompting 
people to pick Humans 
off the shelves? Add in 
the bold citron colour and 
typestyle. Now, how can 
you resist?
 It is, in fact, the 
most fitting book name. 
Phillips’ opening timeline 
demonstrates our inability 
to learn from past mistakes 
that “makes you shake your 
head in bafflement and 
despair” and then do it all 
over again. Tongue in cheek 
he suggests “A new age of 

enlightenment” begins with 
the publication of this book. 
Maybe it will help avoid some 
greater or lesser catastrophe. 
Given our track record it does 
seem rather unlikely.
  Did I men-
tion that this book is hilari-
ous? Phillips has a knack for 
making us laugh at ourselves. 
On the other hand, maybe be-

cause of our 
undertone 
and embrace 
of schaden-
freude we 
find so much 
of what we 
have done 
risible. Do 
we celebrate 
Napoleon’s 
wins or only 
remember 
Waterloo? 
Recall the 
Darwin 
Awards for 
stupidity 
great enough 
to ensure 
your genet-
ic material 
never goes 
forward. 
Books on 
this sold like 

hotcakes.
 We really don’t think 
things through. Maybe we 
will someday develop more 
than SWOT analysis. SWOT 
(Strengths, Weaknesses, 
Opportunities & Threats) has 
been described as the tried-
and-true tool of strategic 
business analysis, but if you 

by Hugh Kruzel
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dig deeper its limitations 
are criticized, and on we go 
to SVOR Matrix alternative 
(Strengths, Vulnerabilites, 
Opportunites & Risks, com-
pared along two axes). Wait a 
decade and a new acronym is 
sure to emerge; a new para-
digm of economic utopia.
 “Hey, what’s the 
worst thing that could happen 
if we divert this river?” poses 
Phillips. From sparrows to 
pointless battles, the trip-
lets of science, technology 
and innovation are seen as 
saviours, but often they are 
pathways to truly magnificent 
fails. For example, Thomas 
Midgley’s dichlorodifluoro-
methane - or Freon - seemed 
a smart solution for refriger-
ation, but in the 1930s who 
had heard of CFCs negative 
attribute of “dismantling the 
ozone layer?” 
 Simple or complex, 
often we humans just seem 
to get it wrong. Have a good 
look at Chapter 10 “A Brief 
History of Not Seeing Things 
Coming.” Of course, Phillips 
aims the aggregate thesis to 
examine the future. Imagine 
the prediction! Yes, Global 
Warming, bleaching of the 

Great Barrier (and other) 
Reefs, the melting gla-
ciers and burning tundra, 
and the fear AI may not 
ultimately be on our side 
(a common Sci-Fi movie 
theme), but maybe there 
is something else on the 
horizon (think antimicrobi-
al resistance). Personally, 
I think Phillips rhymes off 
our termination with the 
big bang of Nuclear War 
just one too many times. 
 Humans is an 
excellent cautionary tale 
that would be a good 
read for any age group. 
To avoid cynicism, I feel it 
is important to leave you 
with one more thought 
from the book’s last lines: 
“Maybe we really do have 
the capacity to do better.”
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Peace & Eco Briefs

PERC is pleased to an-
nounce that thanks to a 
partnership with Sus-

tainable Eastern Ontario and 
a Clean Tech wage subsidy 
program, we’ve been able to 
temporarily hire a full time 
intern!
 Johanna Mercedes 
Van Schie - Copol is a recent 
graduate from the University 

of Waterloo with a Bachelor’s 
in Environmental Studies. Her 
background includes forestry 
and silviculture work, inte-
grating conventional forestry 
management with traditional 
ecological knowledge, and 
collaborating with First Na-
tions on sustainability issues.
 She hails from Mat-
tawa, ON, and will be helping 

PERC expand it’s reach 
outside of the Ottawa 
municipal area, as well 
as research, writing, 
and helping use catch 
up on sorting boxes of 
material left over from 
our office move!
 Here’s how 
Johanna introduced 
herself to the PERC 

board of directors: 

“Hi there, my name 
is Johanna Mercedes 
I am a new gradu-
ate from the School 
of Environment, 
Enterprise, and De-
velopment (SEED), 
Environment and 
Business program 
at the University of 
Waterloo.
 I live on a farm 
in Mattawa, Ontario 
where my family 
expands to huskies, 
llamas, and horses. 
My work back-
ground is primarily 
environmental field 
work including, tree 
planting and silvicul-
ture technician work. 
I am looking forward 
to work with SEO 
and PERC and expand my 
abilities within the environ-
mental sector.
 Thank you for the 
opportunity!”

 So far it’s been a plea-

sure working with Johanna 
and we’re looking forward 
to many more months of 
her support. When her con-
tract ends, she’ll be off to 
British Columbia for more 
siliviculture work.

For more information on 
the wage subsidy program 

that made this position 
possible, see the Insider 

centrefold.
Johanna getting some cuddles from one of her many huskies.

Climate Activists Sue On-
tario

Seven young climate activists 
are suing Ontario because 

the province has weakened 
its greenhouse gas reduction 
targets. The activists allege 

that Ontario’s failure to take 
action on climate change will 

lead to widespread illness 
and death, and this violates 

Ontarians’ Charter rights. 
Section 7 of the Canadian 

Charter of Rights and Free-
doms protects the right to 
life, liberty and security of 

the person. The Ford govern-
ment cancelled emissions re-
duction targets for the years 
2020, 2030 and 2050. These 
targets were replaced by a 

weakened target for 2030. 
The applicants are hoping 

that the court will order On-
tario to set science-based tar-
gets in order to limit warming 
to 1.5 degrees Celsius above 
pre-industrial temperatures. 
The applicants range in age 
from twelve to 24, and are 

represented by Ecojustice and 
Stockwoods LLP Barristers. 
(CBC News, November 25, 

2019; Ecojustice, November 
29, 2019)

Auditor General Slams Cli-
mate Plan

Ontario Auditor General 
Bonnie Lysyk says the Ford 
government’s climate plan 
will not achieve its goal of 

cutting emissions by 30% by 
the year 2030. In her 2019 

annual report, she says that 
the government’s projections 

for reductions in emissions 
“are not based on sound 

evidence or sufficient detail.” 

Her audit found that there are 
many issues with the gov-

ernment’s calculations. The 
climate plan double-counts 
some emissions reductions, 
and this resulted in incorrect 
estimates. The calculations 

also counted reductions from 
programs that have been 

scrapped by the Ford govern-
ment – for example, programs 

that provided incentives to 
encourage people to buy 

electric vehicles. (National 
Observer, December 4, 2019; 

Toronto Star, December 4, 
2019; Office of the Auditor 

General of Ontario, December 
4, 2019)

Fossil-Free Funds

Concordia University has 
announced that it will stop 

investing in companies asso-
ciated with the coal, oil and 

natural gas sectors. Concordia 
has committed to investing 

100% of the university’s $243 

million endowment fund in 
sustainable alternatives by 
the year 2025. Meanwhile, 

students and professors 
at the University of British 
Columbia (UBC) are urging 

the university to drop all of its 
investments in fossil fuels. In 
November, UBC’s investment 

policy committee voted to 
transfer $380 million of the 

university’s endowment fund 
to more sustainable invest-
ments – but this represents 
only a small fraction of the 
$2-billion portfolio. In Feb-
ruary 2017, Laval University 
became the first Canadian 
university to commit to di-

vesting from fossil fuels. (CBC 
News, November 8, 2019 and 
November 24, 2019; Le De-
voir, February 16, 2017; This 
Magazine, January–February 

2018)

SUVs Destroy the Climate

From 2010–2018, greenhouse 

gas emissions from SUVs 
have increased dramatically, 
as many people around the 
world are buying the larger, 
less-efficient motor vehicles. 
SUVs are the second-largest 
contributor to the growth in 
global greenhouse gas emis-
sions since 2010. The world’s 

SUVs are now responsible 
for around 700 megatonnes 
of greenhouse gas emissions 
annually. In comparison, Can-

ada’s total greenhouse gas 
emissions were 716 mega-
tonnes of carbon dioxide 

equivalent in 2017. The grow-
ing demand for SUVs threat-
ens to scuttle any progress 

made in reducing emissions 
by other sectors. If the trend 

continues, by 2040 SUVs 
will consume an additional 
2 million barrels of oil per 

day, equivalent to the savings 
from 150 million electric cars. 
(International Energy Agency, 
October 15, 2019; The Guard-

ian, October 25, 2019)

Introducing PERC Intern Johanna 
Mercedes

Llamas aren’t our usual target audience, but we’re not complaining. 
As Johanna said when she sent in this picture “I think every human 
smiles contagiously wehn they see llamas.” 
Photo: Johanna Mercedes Van Schie Copol.


