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Seeing the Light in COVID Darkness:
a New Chance to Notice Nature
Within weeks of the initial COVID shut-down, people around the world began sharing
stories of changes in the world around them. Wildlife was spotted on otherwise deserted
city streets. Many reported seeing more birds and reported that they sounded different.
Evidence then emerged that some birds were actually singing more quietly because they
didn’t have to compete with traffic noise – a fact that delighted many but also provoked
understandable sadness at the growing realization of the costs and consequences of
modern life on our non-human friends. Darker night skies and fresher air was
commented on and celebrated by those lucky enough to be able to enjoy the outdoors.
With these noticeable changes, many people began to speak of a potential silver lining to the dark COVID
cloud: an opportunity to emerge from the nightmare with an experientially enriched sense of natural reality,
and a commitment to lightening our own ecological footprint.
We have been told for years that it is too difficult to take dramatic steps to deal with the immense, humangenerated environmental crises plaguing the planet: but here we are, with urgent, transformative decisions to
make about the kind of society we want to build from the wreckage – economic and social – of the pandemic.
But while this an opportunity for a genuinely green recovery, there is also the danger that the failed status quo
– duly ‘greenwashed’ for the occasion – may return.

And what about here in Cape Breton?

When we asked for your stories and ideas we received many reflections. Some were struck most by the clean
air and the resulting clarity of light – including in the night sky – while, for others, the steep reduction of noise
seemed to inspire a deep sense of personal stillness and gratitude for the natural world, including those softly
singing birds we now took more delight in. Some, including Kassandra Jabalee, noted that it was our invitation
to reflect that led to a recognition of just how much – amidst the stresses produced by the situation – we
needed to “‘slow down and stop and look around”.
But the gentle reflections on spending quality time with family members and experiencing more meaningful
engagements with the natural world were, alas, offset by an awareness that not everyone shared the same
deep desire to relate to the world around us in a respectful and compassionate manner. In this regard we
heard, for example, about the increased evidence of littering, a return to reliance on single-use items, and a
sharp increase in violations of laws protecting beaches and other wilderness areas from ATVs.
The responses received raise questions about where we, as a community, want to go from here. As this very
strange year of pandemic fear and restrictions slowly shifts to some kind of new normal, we must find the
courage and time to ask what we have learned, about ourselves and our community, that might lead not just
to a greener and cleaner, but a fairer and more caring, region and world.
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“The Unusual Brilliance of the Sky”
A number of people noted the difference in light – at all times of day and night.
Sherri Tutty, for example, noted the clarity of light in the sky: “One of the things I really enjoy photographing
is the sky, both day and night. What I really noticed was how clear the sky was and the colours were much
more vivid.”

Photo: Sherri Tutty

The difference in air quality led others to comment on the extraordinary clarity of the colours around them.
Consider this beautifully written reflection by Christiane Tanner, who experienced the “amazing colour of the
sky” while driving from her home in Westmount to Wreck Cove:
It was a very striking horizon blue. All along the roads, the 105 and then the Cabot trail, I marveled at the
striking and unusual brilliance of the sky. It was stunning. The sky was a pure blue lavender, a very deep
blue as I had never seen. In contrast with that brilliant blue, there were gigantic low clouds of a very
strong luminous chalk white and also of a very impressive size and contours. Very beautiful. The
spectacle continued in the afternoon while we sat chatting on the beach under this awesome show. An
unforgettable experience.”
Christiane’s daughter, Isabelle, issued a cautionary note: "Enjoy it while you can, because this purity of
colours could well be due to the fact that there is no air or road traffic these days".
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“You will be totally amazed at what you can see”:
The Revelation of the Night Sky

By early May, many people were commenting on how much darker the night sky appeared to be. In a
conversation with Steve Sutherland on CBC’s Information Morning, Stan Williams of the Cape Breton
Astronomical Society explained the reasons that Cape Bretoners were being treated to such amazing star
shows. The explanation came as a surprise to many.

“A lot of people don’t realize that we have one of the busiest
airspaces in North America. Any plane heading over to Europe
has to go over us and over Newfoundland and then make the
right turn ‘over the pond’ as they call it.”
And how does that interfere with the view?
“Just the fuel that they burn – the exhaust from the planes – it
leaves a haze in the air. You might not think it’s much but with
the number of planes that go over every night, every day, day
after day – it adds up. That adds up to smog.”
Photo: Steven Tutty

Mr. Williams invited listeners to consider taking advantage
of the situation by simply utilizing the “basic astronomy
tool” that he believed 90% of households own: binoculars.
He urged:

“But point them up at the sky – in the nighttime
– point them up at the sky and you will be
totally amazed at what you can see just in the
amount of stars that are up there and different
colours of the stars.
…
if you take a pair of binoculars and look at the
moon you will see the craters on the moon and
you may even see – depending on the size of
your binoculars – you may even see the
shadows of the mountains inside the craters…”

“…the exhaust from the planes – it
leaves a haze in the air. You might
not think its much but with the
number of planes that go over
every night, every day, day after
day -- it adds up. That adds up to
smog.”
Stan Williams, Cape Breton Astronomical
Society, Interviewed by Steve Sutherland,
CBC, 5 May 2020
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There is no way of knowing, of course, how many Cape Bretoners took Mr. Williams’ advice and helpful tips on
“moon maps” and available software to assist people with this new-found hobby, but many most certainly did.
Among those night-sky watchers were Christine Gwynn and her friend and fellow-photographer, Courtney
Munroe. Christine’s reflections point to growing concerns that, a year on, the insight we gained into the
environmental consequences of our modern lives may be being pushed aside in the quest to return to
“normal”:
“This has been a difficult year. The pandemic forced so many of us into feelings of precarity,
anxiety, entrapment, and depression, all of which I have felt to varying degrees. Yet, for me, the
early months of the pandemic
actually relieved similar
sensations of precarity and
anxiety brought on by other
‘invisible’ threats, namely the
climate crisis.
As I began to notice the ways
in which the pandemic was
unintentionally benefitting the
environment I was infused, at
least for a little while, with a
sense of solace and hope. The
initial change I noted was the
quiet, for the first time I could
walk through the woods near
my house and hear birds
rather than traffic, but I
discovered the greatest
changes in the night sky.
Photo of Christine Gwynn by Courtney Munroe

During the early months of 2020, my dear friend Courtney became completely engrossed in sky
gazing. She spent every clear night mapping, photographing, and enjoying the company of stars
and her slight obsession quickly rubbed off on me. During the countless nights we spent looking
up, giddily pointing out shooting stars, constellations, and
planets to one another, I began to notice something
There were nights when
different about the sky. It was clearer. Darker. Never have
the sky was so clear,
I seen stars as vibrant as they were in the early months of
when the haze caused by
the pandemic. There were nights when the sky was so
air and light pollution so
clear, when the haze caused by air and light pollution so
low, I swear if you stood
low, I swear if you stood on tip toe and really stretched,
on tip toe and really
your fingers could touch the inky sky and just nearly brush
stretched, your fingers
the stars.
could touch the inky sky
and just nearly brush the
stars.
Christine Gwynn

Unfortunately, as things get ‘back to normal’ the night sky
seems to be shifting again. The haze is coming back, and as
the fears and anxieties caused by the pandemic lessen, my
fears for the future only deepen.”
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Local Food!
Around the world, people began talking about food sustainability. Experts were looking at food systems and
the role they played in disease transmission.
Nicole Arsenault, a PhD candidate and sustainability scholar at Dalhousie University made the obvious point
succinctly when she mused about the “social dimensions of sustainability” through the COVID lens and sought
to answer the question of “just how much our food systems played a role in the transmission of diseases from
animal vectors to humans.” She continued:
The way we grow our food and animal agriculture in particular, those systems tend to be
very environmentally impactful as well…COVID has certainly exposed vulnerabilities in
terms of the supply chain and making sure that everybody’s getting the food that they
need.
Arsenault wasn’t alone in recommending a more local, in-season diet and many pointed to the positive impact
local food production can have not only on our diets but also in terms of community involvement and social
inclusion.

Growing our own

The discussions around this issue had two noticeable effects. First, many Cape Bretoners took advantage of
the time they had to plant a garden. What could be better for ensuring good, healthy food as well as providing
a family-friendly activity? Noting a surge in garden product sales in the spring, MacDonald Gardens Operators
Randy and Diane MacDonald offered the astute observation that “there was a renewed interest in being as
self-sufficient as possible….It has been good to see the resurgence of interest in home growing and preserving
by younger families. It was an important part of life in the past and seems it will also be in our future.” A
heartening thought.

Photo: Lee-Anne Broadhead
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Buying Local

The second big impact COVID-19 had on our conscious choices around food, was the increase in purchasing
fresh food from local suppliers.
Reflections offered by Alicia Lake, Executive Director of the Cape Breton Food Hub help us understand how
this particular issue played out in Cape Breton:
When COVID 19 struck in March, restaurants and farmers' markets across Nova Scotia were
shut down, cutting off farmers from their traditional sales channels. The Cape Breton Food
Hub was able to pivot very quickly to keep local products flowing to local consumers.
The Food Hub immediately partnered with the Cape Breton
farmer’s market to onboard their vendors and we moved to home
delivery and implemented other marketing strategies to increase
orders and get cash into producer pockets immediately. At the
very beginning of this crisis our farmers were feeling the pressure
from market closures and were scared about what it meant for
their businesses. Months later farmers told us that without the
Food Hub's existence in Cape Breton they may have lost their
farms during the pandemic.
Around the world, people were seeing the value in knowing where their
food comes from. Again, Alicia Lake puts the issue into the Cape Breton
context and offers a sober reminder that we must not lose interest in this
important issue:
One thing that we have learned during the pandemic is that this
type of thing makes people really think about where their food
comes from and the importance of buying local. We saw some
large increases in sales this year, particularly when some of our
local grocery stores had shortages in meat products. We were
selling out of meat so fast some producers were down to selling
chicken feet and pork liver by mid-spring, but those sold too!

SELF SUFFICIENCY

“The opportunity going forward
is to really get the messaging out
that we all need to continue
supporting the local food
economy, so that we can be
more self-sufficient in Nova
Scotia and prepared for the next
pandemic or other supply chain
disruptions in the future.”
Alicia Lake
Executive Director,
Cape Breton Food Hub

The opportunity going forward is to really get the messaging out that we all need to
continue supporting the local food economy, so that we can be more self-sufficient in Nova
Scotia and prepared for the next pandemic or other supply chain disruptions in the future
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“If were all in this together… can we let the environment
in on it too?”
Of course, it has not all been good news. The title of this section has been taken from the submission of
Brittany MacLean of Glace Bay who has been shocked at the prevalence of single-use products – such as takeaway containers and single-used masks – being tossed carelessly to the ground. “The rise of single use items is
in full swing” Brittany stated, “People are trying to protect themselves, yet I get anxious of a bigger picture
that needs protecting.” While some people are reflecting more and more on the importance of our place in
the natural world, others it seems are not including it in the “all” who are supposedly “in this together”.
A few months after Brittany penned her reflections, researchers at Swansea University in the UK released the
results of a research project which revealed “high levels of pollutants, including lead, antimony, and copper,
within the silicon-based and plastic fibres of common disposable face masks” leading to profoundly
concerning environmental and public health concerns stemming from their “improper and unregulated
disposal”. The work of this research team adds depth to Brittany’s “bigger picture” and the Project Lead on the
study, Dr. Sarp, expresses grave concern that the disposable facemasks “can potentially have a substantial
environmental impact by releasing pollutants simply by exposing them to water.” Seen in this grim light
Brittany’s photos appear all the more disturbing

Photos: Brittany MacLean

Roschell Clarke, CBRM’s Solid Waste Education Coordinator noted that they saw “an increase in face masks,
gloves, sanitizing items (bleaches, household cleaners)” showing up in “litter clean-up programs and in illegal
dumpsites.” But the increase was also evident in the regular waste collections: not everyone disposed of their
Covid-protection items in a disrespectful manner.
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‘Eco-illiteracy’: the ATV scourge

Sean Howard noted the alarming increase in illegal ATV ‘traffic’ on his local beach in Main-à-Dieu; and found
out how hard but important it is to better protect a precious ecology.
Sean writes:
For many years, the illegal trespass of ATVs on the
provincially protected beach in Main-à-Dieu has caused
upset and alarm to many in the community (and
visitors), and both tangible and hidden damage to the
fragile natural habitat. (Shortly after I moved here, in
1999, I watched an ATV ploughing into some seagulls,
killing one. When I confronted the young driver, he said,
amazed I was upset: “It’s fun to scare ’em, eh?”) But
within weeks of the lockdown, a significant increase in
ATV ‘traffic’ – and, thus, noise pollution – became
noticeable, soaring through the summer and into
autumn and winter at what seemed like record-breaking
levels. When I contacted the provincial officials
responsible for enforcing the 1989 Off-Highway Vehicles
Act (calling the 24-hour violations hotline, 1-800-5652224) I was told that the problem was rife – as in, worse
than ever – across Nova Scotia. One official in particular
(working in the CBRM region) expressed a frustration
bordering on depressed despair, as by the time he could
respond to complaints, and fine the drivers and/or
impound the vehicles, the crime had been committed
and the criminals nowhere to be seen.
Photo: Sean Howard

“No person shall operate an off-highway vehicle on a beach”
- NS Off-Highways Vehicle Act

The Act could not be clearer: “No person shall operate an off-highway vehicle on a beach” or other
protected or wilderness areas. Violators can be fined between $250 and $2,000, and a “peace officer may
seize an off-highway vehicle” where s/he “has reasonable and probable grounds to believe that an
offence has been committed under this Act and may detain the same” – with costs to be paid by the
driver – “until the final disposition of the case at trial” or if said officer “has reasonable and probable
grounds to believe the seizure and detention is necessary to prevent the continuation or repetition of the
offence.”
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In May, I requested a new sign to be put up on the boardwalk, and this was promptly done. Numerous
similar signs, however, have previously been displayed to no effect – except, on more than occasion, for
the sign to be vandalized! To my knowledge, no driver has been fined, or had his/her ATV impounded,
during the pandemic, or for many years before that (though I know that this did happen, in the early
2000s, and did – briefly – have a deterrent effect.)
I would like to close with an appeal for us all to highlight and reframe the issue of the ATV Plague as one,
essentially, of eco-literacy, or rather illiteracy: as a matter of whether we care to listen, sense, and learn
the indigenous language of the natural world, or smother it in violent speed and sound. As the acclaimed
Canadian eco-poet Robert Bringhurst wrote in 2018 –
“You don’t exit the moral domain when you leave the house and go into a forest or put out to sea or walk
down the beach. You enter a larger, possibly stricter, moral sphere – and when you return to the house,
you bring that heightened sense of morality with you.”

Different worlds, different languages:
juxtapose the photo above to a flowing,
subtle, exquisite pattern, on the same beach
Photos: Sean Howard
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“Now that we know what’s there,
we’ll strain our ears to hear it”
Was birdsong louder? Were we noticing it more simply because we had time to slow down and listen? Or was
something else going on?
In an interview with the BBC, Dr. Elizabeth Derryberry
(Department of Ecology and Evolutionary Biology, University of
Tennessee) offered insight into what many were noticing:
“People were right that birds did sound different during the
shutdown and they filled the soundscape that we basically
abandoned. As we moved out of the soundscape the birds moved
in and I think this tells us something about just how big an effect
we have on birdsong and on communication, especially in cities.”
The birds were, the studies demonstrated, singing more softly.
Photo: Sherri Tutty

The lack of traffic noise
led many Capers to
notice the same thing.
Steven Tutty noted
that, due to the
absence of the “usual
heavy traffic noise”, he
found he “could only
hear the birds and
nature.” It was, he
said, “both eerie and
peaceful”.
Photo: Steven Tutty

Photo: Steven Tutty

Amongst the poignant submissions we received was a detailed, sustained reflection/meditation by Sydney
resident Ardelle Reynolds. Ardelle recounts her family’s interaction with their avian neighbours – and in
particular, one family of crows (those often unfashionable and unprized creatures) – during the first phase of
the pandemic shut-down. Her deliberately lengthy, captivating account recreates the slow pace and dreamlike
atmosphere of those early days of vivid peace and quiet, lamenting the breaking of the spell, all-too-soon (the
birds would agree), by traffic. In documenting her family’s acts of careful, loving witness, has she identified the
sense and spirit we all need to guide us on the path to a truly green recovery?
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‘When We Woke Up’: Facing Life and Death Choices
By Ardelle Reynolds

Our house sits on the turn of a busy street leading into and out of the downtown. The house was built in 1945, after the
war, when cars were already the common mode of transportation. The frequency and speed of the passing cars has only
increased since then.
Except that, in March, the traffic disappeared almost completely overnight.
As we stayed inside our homes in fear of COVID-19 the streets were left bare and silent. And it was in this unusual spring
quiet that a pair of crows chose the huge Aspen tree in our yard in which to build a nest. And it was in this unusual
spring quiet that we watched, the five of us riveted, as the birds built the nest. We sat – first in the windows as the last
of the years’ snow fell, and later outside in the warmth of the sunshine – and watched the two crows fly back and forth
with sticks and twigs.
At first, we couldn’t see the nest in the crook of the tree limbs that reach and stretch out over our whole backyard. But
as the nest grew, it came into view. Then we could watch the careful (thoughtful?) placement of the twigs.
At night, the crows, presumably, found somewhere else to sleep, and the last we would see of them would be as the sun
set behind the neighbour’s trees to the West. They would already be back at work with the sticks and twigs when we
woke up in the morning. We wondered: Was it hard work? Were they having fun? Were they excited at the prospect of
expanding their family?
When I reflect on it, the two crows were quiet then, never making the iconic caw of their kind, and I wonder if they
already had their babies in mind as they kept their soon-to-be home a secret from the rest of the neighbourhood.
The nest was finished after a week or so, and the two crows moved in. Soon after, we noticed that we only ever saw one
half of the pair, and with some research discovered that this meant one was probably sitting on the eggs while the other
gathered food for the both of them. From our perspective on the ground, we couldn’t see inside the nest, so missed
most of the domestic life of the couple. We speculated at the possibility of eggs, how many might be in there, and when
we might finally be able to see the babies.
The wait seemed like months but, according to Google, was more like eighteen days, until we started to see more
activity and excitement as the parents seemed to come and go constantly with food for the hungry babies.
We started spending as much time as we could outside with eyes to the tree, hoping for a glimpse of the newly hatched
crows. We’d have our morning coffee outside, sit on the deck to read, and take breaks in the day to spend a few quiet
minutes to pay attention to all the different birds visiting the yard – the starlings with their many beautiful trills and
whistles; the chickadees repeating their “cheeseburger” call over and over again; and then a variety of little sparrows
and finches, some blending into the still bare lilacs trees, and some bringing flashes of colour to the otherwise dull early
spring landscape. A woodpecker was fond of the old apple tree. Blue jays brought their raucous array of calls, and hid
peanuts left out by our neighbour in the soft earth of the garden. We called out the kind of birds as we saw them, and
froze in our tracks so as not to disturb them: and to savour every moment...
It was during this time that the local threat of the virus was retreating, bringing more people – and their cars – back out
into the world. The huge expanse of peaceful, empty space around the sprawling Aspen was again filled with the almost
constant traffic of this busy city street.
We finally – weeks of avid observing later – got our first sight of the young crows. Initially, we didn’t realize that we were
looking at the very thing we’d been waiting so long to see, as the babies had grown and filled out in sleek, iridescent
feathers. They could be mistaken for their parents except that, with close observation, we could see that they were only
about half their size.
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The first young crow to venture out had already made it to a nearby branch, lower in the tree than the nest, wobbling
while its black feet clung to the solid branch. We cheered it quietly on as it took a few unsure steps back and forth; and
meanwhile, the other little crow was at the edge of the nest,
looking over at its sibling. They called back and forth to each
other.
“We still sit and watch the birds in
Meanwhile the parent flew around the tree, calling out in what
the yard. Crows still perch in the giant
we imagined to be encouragement, and perhaps with advice to
Aspen. We still fill the feeders with
the teetering youngster. One of the parents landed next to it on
seeds, call out the names of the birds
the branch and seemed to be showing it how to take off, but after
a while gave up and flew off. We were sure it would soon
when we see them, and freeze in our
attempt to fly out of the tree, and were determined not to miss
tracks so as not to disturb them. But
the milestone. It also seemed that many of the neighbourhood
it’s harder to hear their sweet songs
birds came by that morning to observe and cheer on the little
and calls over the constant sound of
crow, which was nervous and visibly uncomfortable, shifting its
traffic drowning out the natural
weight from side to side.
world.”
After a few hours, the parents started bringing it food. Our kids
came and went, checking in as the day went on, but I couldn’t
Ardelle Reynolds
leave: I sat for six hours, and still nothing. I then joined the family
in the errands of the day, but returned often to find the crow in
more or less the same spot, clinging to the same branch. As it got
dark, we sat again and offering words of encouragement to fly back to the nest for the night. But it was still there when
we went to bed, and when we got up in the morning.
We followed the same routine the next day, checking every twenty minutes or so, with still no change – until late in the
afternoon, when we were surprised to find the branch empty. We searched directly under the tree, and when we found
nothing, expanded our search and found the bird – feathers glinting in the sunshine – in an adjacent yard, flapping and
hopping frantically, ungracefully in every direction.
The kids were immediately afraid it would make its way into the traffic nearby, and tried to protect it by putting
themselves between it and the road. We all tried to appear unthreatening, crouching down and cooing words of love
and care. But this did nothing to calm the little bird, and was clearly agitating the parents, hovering anxiously and calling
out loudly with sharp, shrill squawks. So we moved back to give the crow family some space. I went inside to research
the best way for us to help the little bird, and the kids watched through the hedges as the parents joined their struggling
young one on the ground, staying close while their baby learned to fly on its own – a feeling I knew well!
I read that we should leave the family alone; that this was an important part of young crows learning to fly; and that
fledglings often spend up to two weeks hopping and flapping, until they finally build up the strength and skill to take
flight. The parents, of course, would have known all that, and chosen this ideal spot for a ‘runway,’ a wide-open space
under the Aspen in an almost deserted, still and quiet street. Had, then, their anxiety grown as the traffic returned? Had
they worried how they could possibly now keep their young safe?
The next morning, we found the young crow dead on the side of the road. The parents and remaining sibling went on; it
learned to fly, though we missed the take-off. We saw the three now almost identical crows, one slightly smaller and
less sure of itself, in the tree for a week or so, and then the nest was left empty.
We still sit and watch the birds in the yard. Crows still perch in the giant Aspen. We still fill the feeders with seeds, call
out the names of the birds when we see them, and freeze in our tracks so as not to disturb them. But it’s harder to hear
their sweet songs and calls over the constant sound of traffic drowning out the natural world. But now that we know
what’s there, we’ll strain our ears to hear it.
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Refusing to Go on Like This: Tentative Conclusions – and
Some Recommendations
Behind the comments you have just read about the quality of light and apparently more vibrant colours lies a
sad truth: air pollution is killing us in much larger numbers than the pandemic ever will. The economic and
industrial slow-down led to clearer skies and we revelled in the resulting beauty. But should calls to get the
economy moving again necessarily mean a return to polluted skies and damaged lungs? In 2018, the World
Health Organization estimated that 9 out of every 10 humans live in an area where the air pollution exceeds
guidelines and more than 4.2 million deaths occur as a result of “exposure to ambient (outdoor) air pollution”
each year.
And while the air pollution that is undermining our health is a crucial issue, so too is the problematic increase
in CO2 emissions – leading to climate breakdown. In reflecting on the assessment of countries’ pledges to cut
greenhouse gas emissions and live up to the promise of the Paris climate agreement, the UN Secretary
General, António Guterres notes that he is seeing
only a fraction of the effort needed. “2021 is a
make-or-break year to confront the global
climate emergency”, Guterres states, declaring a
In 2018, the World Health Organization estimated
“red alert for our planet”.
that 9 out of every 10 humans live in an area where
the air pollution exceeds guidelines and more than
4.2 million deaths occur as a result of “exposure to
And what of the threat of future
ambient (outdoor) air pollution” each year.

pandemics?

World Health Organization, “Air Pollution” 2018.

The United Nations Environment Programme has
sought to raise awareness about the fact that
60% of all infections diseases in humans are
zoonotic (they “jump species”) and the figure increases to 75% when we consider emerging infectious
diseases. Human-induced environmental changes are affecting biodiversity as a result of our agricultural and
wildlife practices and the consequences are profound. According to a recent UNEP study, two million people
die every year from “neglected endemic zoonotic diseases – such as anthrax, bovine tuberculosis and rabies.”
But these deaths are in low- and middle-income countries and so not enough has been done to deal with the
problem. Inger Andersen, UN Under-Secretary-General and Executive Director of the UN Environment
Programme, makes an important point when she argues “Now we must become more proactive to avoid
another pandemic and address endemic zoonotic diseases. This means recognizing that human health, animal
health and planetary health cannot be separated, and planning our responses accordingly.”
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The warning signs have been flashing for some time but the disruption of ecosystems and habitats that results
from deforestation, intensive farming, and an increased wildlife trade continue apace. In June 2020, renowned
primatologist Jane Goodall put the decisions ahead in stark terms:

We have brought this on ourselves because of our absolute disrespect for animals and the
environment. Our disrespect for wild animals and our disrespect for farmed animals has created this
situation where disease can spill over to infect human beings. If we do not do things differently, we re
finished… we can’t go on very much longer like this.
…
One of the lessons learnt from this crisis is that we must change our ways. Scientists warn that to
avoid future crises, we must drastically change our diets and move to plant-rich foods. For the sake of
the animals, planet and the health of our children.

Governments around the world will be putting in place their economic recovery plans. What will they do –
what will ours do – to ensure that the enormous funds being spent will be directed to building the economy of
the future – an inclusive, green economy. Our health – and the health of the planet – depends on it.

Photo: Lee-Anne Broadhead
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Recommendations
Clear Skies and Lungs: Minimizing Light, Noise, and Air Pollution

This issue may seem to be beyond our control but it is not. Most importantly, we need to be mindful of
the environmental impacts of travelling by plane. As Dr. Declan Finney, Research Fellow at the University
of Leeds Institute for Climate and Atmospheric Science, reminds us “One of the greatest beneficial
environmental impacts we can have as individuals is to reduce the number of flights we take.” A recent
report by Jocelyn Timperley for the BBC puts international travel in context: “A return flight from London
to San Francisco emits around 5.5 tonnes of CO2 equivalent (CO2e) per person – more than twice the
emissions produced by a family car in a year…” It is not only the CO2 that is having an effect: the
contrails (containing mostly water), soot, and nitrous oxides are all a problem. Think before you fly
about whether the trip is necessary and perhaps consider how you can reduce your carbon footprint in
other ways to offset necessary flights.

Growing (and Buying) Close to Home: Giving Thought to Food

As the pandemic lock-down hit, buying local food was an immediate response for many and, as Divjot
Singh reminds us “one of the most crucial ways purchasing local food helps the environment is by
reducing food miles”. Buying local food reduces greenhouse gas emissions so an easy recommendation
to help the environment while offering benefits for your health purchase food grown locally.

Unmasking Single-Use Pollution: a Rubbish-Reduction Programme

Thinking about reducing our waste is crucial. Be it clothing, electronics, plastics, or food, we need to think
about the environmental consequences of waste. Participating in Waste Reduction Week in Canada
(October 18-24, 2021) is a good start. Check out the website – https://wrwcanda.com/en – for some
great suggestions about what we, as a community, can do to raise awareness and participate in activities
(such as organizing online repair workshops or waste collection drives).
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Zero Tolerance: Tackling the ATV Scourge

To begin tackling this serious problem, we should demand that more resources be made available for
enforcement by provincial officials, and more time and personnel dedicated to the task. If possible, the
province should issue and post updates on the number and location of reported violations (there could
perhaps be an on-line map), the number of drivers fined, vehicles impounded, etc. In addition, we can
request more police patrols be conducted, on a routine basis, of beaches and other protected areas.
Police should also be encouraged to engage in community outreach to raise the issue. Further steps
could include regular, high-profile announcements of a ‘Zero Tolerance’ policy from provincial and
municipal authorities and leaders, denouncing the practice and stressing its criminality.

Voting Your Values

Because our actions locally can have an impact not just nationally but globally, we need to think about
these issues in terms of what all levels of governments can do. Come election time, educate yourself on
a wide range of issues and question those running to represent you on their plans for ensuring the
ecological health of our community, country, and planet.

A Green Light for Eco-Literacy: Implications for Education and Public Awareness

Begin here, at ACAP, to learn more about what you can do to make a difference in our community.
Check out the Eco Shop for products that will help you reduce your carbon footprint. And keep your eye
on the website for contests, information and more.

Photo: Steven Tutty

P a g e | 17

Sources
Briggs, Helen. ‘How lockdown birds sang to a different tune” BBC News, 24 September 2020.
Bringhurst, Robert & Jan Zwicky, Learning to Die: Wisdom in an Age of Climate Crisis: University of Regina
Press
Harvey, Fiona. “Jane Goodall: humanity is finished if it fails to adapt after COVID-19” The Guardian 3 June
2029.
Muise, Chris. “COVID-19 highlights instability in food systems”, Cape Breton Post, 11 September 2020. (for
Nicole Arsenault’s quotes)
Singh, Divjot. “How can buying locally benefit the environment?” University of Waterloo Food Services, April 5,
2019. 77
Swansea University Press Release. “Nanoplastics and other harmful pollutants found within disposable face
masks” 5 May 2021. For the full academic study see: Sullivan, G.L., J. Delgado-Gallardo, T.M. Watson.
“An investigation into the leaching of micro and nano particles and chemical pollutants from disposable
face masks - linked to the COVID-19 pandemic.” Water Research 196 (2021)
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.watres.2021.117033
Timperley, Jocelyn. “Should we give up flying for the sake of the climate?” BBC smart Guide to Climate
Change, 18 February 2020. www.bbc.com/future/article/20200218-climate-change-how-to-cut-yourcarbon-emissions-when-flying
Williams, Stan. Cape Breton Astronomical Society. Interviewed by Steve Sutherland for CBC’s Information
Morning, 5 May 2020: “Fewer airplanes means clearer skies for stargazing over Cape Breton” [Available
online at: www.cbu.ca/listen/live-radio/1-24-information-morning-cape-breton/clip/15774671-fewerairplanes-means-clearer-skies-stargazing-cape-breton
United Nations. “UN climate report a ‘red alert’ for the planet: Guterres”, 26 February 2021.
https://news.un.org/en/story/2021/02
United Nations Environment Programme. Six nature facts related to coronaviruses.
https://www.unenvironment.org/news-and-stories/story/six-nature-facts-related-coronariruses 8 April
2020.
World Health Organization, “Air Pollution” 2018. www.who.int/health-topics/air-pollution#tab=tab_1

P a g e | 18

Many thanks to all who participated!
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