
Earthships have been success-
fully built in Arizona - this will 
be the first one operating in 
Alberta. It will be interesting to 
see how it performs in the more 
demanding winter climate. 
 
Image is courtesy of Wikipedia 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Earthship 

What is an Earthship? An earth-
ship is a type of passive-solar 
home that is made of recycled 
materials, like old tires and beer 
cans. 
 
The idea is that the thermal mass 
(the ability of earth to hold heat) 
will be used to store heat during 
the sunny day and radiate heat 
into the home during the night 
when there is no solar input. In 
essence, it is a temperature shock 
absorber that takes the peak hot 
of the day and the peak cool of 
the night, and maintains an inter-
nal temperature in between - 
somewhere between 19 and 
22ºC. 
 
The home will collect, store, and 
filter water on-site. The water 
will be used first for cooking and 
drinking, then used for shower-

ing, and the remaining grey-
water will be used to water 
plants in a greenhouse. 
 
Roughly 12 solar panels with 
storage batteries have been 
installed to power the home. 
 
Many local people volunteered 
to help build the home. It is 
1800 square feet in size and 
cost upwards of $400,000. 
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Earthship Built near Carmangay 

As the province of Alberta limps along 
with a ‘roundtable’ process to evaluate 
urban drilling, the Government of New 
Brunswick struck a committee to work 
independently of regulators and politi-
cians to evaluate hydraulic fracturing of 
oil and gas wells. The Report of the In-
dependent Review Panel on Hydraulic 
Fracturing was released this month. 
 
Tellingly, it opened with a quote from 
Cicero: “The health of the people is the 
highest law.” 
 
The report clearly describes the process 
of hydraulic fracturing and the manage-
ment of contaminated flowback water 
from the well. The report then discusses 
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Precautionary Approach in New Brunswick 
the reserves of oil and gas and acknowl-
edges the limited knowledge of the geol-
ogy containing the fossil fuels as well as 
the overburden above the producing 
zones. 
 
The committee finally discusses the en-
vironmental and socio-economic impacts 
of unconventional fossil fuel exploita-
tion. These include water contamination 
and climate disruption, though the report 
makes little effort to quantify the costs or  
discuss the intergenerational ethics of 
fossil fuel production. 
 
They conclude: “There is insufficient 
knowledge at the present time to de-
scribe how theoretical or actual risks and 

benefits may fall both in the short and 
the long term at the community level. 
And thus before any unconventional  
gas and oil development activity were to 
be permitted in the Province, adequate 
baseline monitoring would need to be 
instituted, effective regulations put in 
place (and enforced), and formal health, 
social and environmental impact assess-
ments conducted following a precaution-
ary approach.”  
 
Could this be the ‘precautionary ap-
proach” to unconventional oil and gas 
production that many in Alberta have 
been advocating for?  
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our Forest Service in these dis-
putes is an agency out of touch, 
lacking a unifying sense of forest 
values. Observers might conclude 
that leaving forests to the care of 
the Forest Service is akin to leav-
ing a pig under the protection of 
the butcher. In one case all that is 
left is the squeal, in the other just 
sawdust, stumps and sediment. 
Forests are more, much more than 
fiber, described as dimensional 
lumber, fence posts and now bark 
mulch for landscaping.  But, fiber 
vision, a variant of tunnel vision, 
has become a debilitating disease 
in which perception and reason 
are restricted by arrogance and 
ignorance. Vision is further dis-
torted by vested economic inter-
ests and politics. If left untended 
the malady progresses to a type of 
institutional blindness, in which 
no other forest attribute or value 
can be discerned. Its legacy, other 

Usually people of my advanced 
age group are favorably disposed 
towards fiber, both for the physi-
cal constitution and the moral one. 
But, I find myself more and more 
anti-fiber when I witness the on-
going war in the woods over in-
dustrial, clear-cut logging. Each 
generation has its own rendezvous 
with the land; it would seem to-
day’s Forest Service is at least a 
generation behind today’s public 
that want their forests managed 
for more than dimensional lumber. 
The specter of logging in the Cas-
tle River watershed, in southwest-
ern Alberta reinforces this dichot-
omy. It follows pitched battles by 
concerned citizens over logging in 
the Ghost watershed, Bragg Creek 
area, Kananaskis and Crowsnest 
Pass. 
 
The impression one is left with in 
reviewing the actions and intent of 

than rotting stumps and eroding 
skid trails, includes streams filled 
with silt, a ravaged landscape that 
has lost visual interest, an unnatu-
ral quiet, with no trees to capture 
the wind or shelter birds and a va-
cant space, across which wildlife 
are reluctant to travel. 
 
If there was an appropriate meta-
phor for the situation it would be a 
brain dead dinosaur, whose tail 
hasn’t yet got the message that 
forests are more than fiber. The 
tail, consisting of industrial clear-
cuts, continues to swing wildly, 
crushing and smashing everything 
in its path. It is almost as if the 
sole goal of our Forest Service is 
to reset the geological clock back 
to a less biologically diverse time 
when there were only primordial 
pines and ferns. 
 
As for the foresters that design the 

“The environment is where we all meet; where all have a mutual interest; it is 

Stumping the Forest  
(Courtesy of Lorne Fitch, P. Biol., written 2010) 

Interesting Links: 

Atlas of Mortality and Economic Losses from Weather, Climate and Water Extremes (1970-2012). 

          www.wmo.int/ 

How to help fight invasive species? Eat them. Bullfrog anyone?  www.globeandmail.com 

Bringing it home. A new documentary on industrial hemp.  www.upworthy.com 



logging plans, the bureaucrats and 
politicians that push them over 
citizens’ concerns and the corpo-
rate directors who collect the 
profit from deforestation, they 
will soon be extinct. But we must 
give them their due; they are do-
ing their very best to take with 
them creatures whose residence in 
these watersheds is at least 10,000 
years longer than theirs. That 
which exploiters fail to value, or 
do not value, they take no trouble 
to comprehend. Of clean water, 
cutthroat trout, bull trout, grizzlies 
and connections only lip service 
is paid. 
 
The forests of the Eastern Slopes 
of the Rocky Mountains were 
viewed by early policy makers as 
pivotal to the settlement and well-
being of the area later to be 
known as Alberta and Saskatche-
wan. Hence, the forests were 
“reserved”, for water, local timber 
needs and to sustain wildlife. 
How quickly our Forest Service 
has forgotten history. The need 
for watershed protection and 
maintenance of biodiversity is not 
an artifact of history, but a com-
pelling need for today (and the 
future). We need to learn to take 
our wealth from our forests in less 
damaging ways, and to realize 
wealth is also found in managing 
them for more than fiber. An in-
tact forest is a symbol of progress, 
a landscape covered with stumps 
is not. 
 
The Forest Service, in their anti-
quated public input process, sucks 
the oxygen out of legitimate de-
bate over forest management with 
the time tested “DAD” approach 

(Decide-Advise-Defend). Whatev-
er the public process is, the deal is 
rigged and participants end up 
wasting time and energy on some-
thing our Forest Service was really 
never engaged in anyway. Any 
good will engendered by asking 
the public to participate is squan-
dered and rapidly evaporates into 
anger towards an agency still in a 
command and control mode. The 
rush to cut trees, because they are 
getting older supersedes forest 
management for multiple values 
and, meaningful engagement with 
Albertans who care about their for-
ests. 
 
I know there are still professionals 
in our Forest Service that care 
about forests and have the public 
interest as a focus. These voices of 
reason, of balance and of restraint 
are overwhelmed by the politics of 
timber harvest.  
 
If, in the future, you plan to drink 
water, enjoy a forest landscape, 
fish and hunt or watch wildlife, 
now is the time to pay attention to 
the rapid industrialization of our 
forests. The focus should be less 
on wood fiber and more on moral 
fiber in forest management. A lack 
of public oversight now will doom 
us to a new Alberta coat of arms 
displaying a field of stumps where 
forests once stood.  
 
 
Lorne Fitch is a Professional Biol-
ogist, a retired Fish and Wildlife 
Biologist and an Adjunct Professor 
with the University of Calgary 
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A fascinating story of our human 
relationship with the natural 
world.  The Golden Spruce was 
literally golden due to an inability 
to hold chlorophyll, a condition 
that should have killed the tree, 
but instead it grew for 300 years 
along the banks of theYakoun riv-
er in Haida Gwaii.  The tree is old 
enough to have stood while Euro-
peans made first contact with the 
many Native nations along the 
coast, through the times of mas-
sive overexploitation of the sea 
otter but not quite through the ex-
cesses of the logging industry.  
Such a unique tree was also gold-
en in its role in the myth and his-
tory of Haida who called it, K’iid 
K’iyaas, Elder Spruce Tree. 

Golden too, in his way, is the man 
who cut the tree down in protest.  
Grant Hadwin was a robust, smart 
and industrious forest engineer, 
blessed for his hard work with 
financial success, family and the 
ability to work in the forests he 
loved.  Hadwin’s work however 
was destroying what he loved and 
perhaps that is what laid the seeds 
of madness or, if you like, of 
epiphany; estranged from his wife 
and following a stint alone in the 
woods, Hadwin felt he had a spir-
itual experience and been given a 
mission – to wake the world to 
the depredations of logging. 

 

On the night of 20 January 1997, 
Hadwin swam the frigid waters of 
the Yakoun river with a chainsaw 
kept dry in a plastic bag.  With a 
skill honed over many years, he 
expertly cut into the 50 metre tall, 
over 2 metre wide trunk of the 
Golden Spruce, so undermining its 
foundation that a stiff wind a few 
days later brought the massive tree 
crashing down.   In doing so Had-
win made an enemy of everyone in 
the vicinity, the Haida who revered 
the tree, MacMillan Bloedel/ 
Weyerhaeuser who had let the tree 
live in a small “set aside” that 
masked surrounding clear cuts, 
people reliant on tourism and envi-
ronmentalists all over the world.   

Before he disappeared Hadwin 
told a reporter for the Queen Char-
lotte Islands Observer: “We tend 
to focus on trees like the golden 
spruce while the rest of the forest 
is being slaughtered…. Every-
body’s supposed to focus on that 
and forget all the damage behind 
it. When someone attacks one of 
those freaks you’d think it was a 
holocaust, but the real holocaust is 
somewhere else. Right now, peo-
ple are focusing all their anger on 
me when they should focus it on 
the destruction going on around 
them.” 

 

Hadwin was charged with the 
crime and, fearing for his life if he 
took a public ferry or plane, set 
out in a kayak to his court date; he 
has not been seen since.  Also not 
seen since is a means of resolving 
the moral and cognitive disso-
nance of living in modernity and 
destroying what we love.   This is 
a moving and informative read 
from a talented Canadian author 
who respectfully touches on First 
Nations history and ethnography, 
contact hostilities, the rise of Brit-
ain as a world power through her 
navies and a frightening overview 
of how quickly the logging indus-
try has altered our landscapes. 

The Golden Spruce:  A True Story of Myth, Madness and Greed, John Vaillant,2006 
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Michael Pollan is best known for 
his book Omnivore’s Dilemma 
and In Defense of Food: An Eat-
er’s Manifesto, where he traces 
food from the ‘farm to the fork’ 
and questions our dependence on 
monoculture based on only a few 
species of plants genetically mod-
ified to resist pests and/or tolerate 
pesticides and selected to be 
transported and processed rather 
than for taste or healthfulness. 
The books also examine the im-
pacts of the overproduction of 
food, corn-based sweeteners, and 
processed food on our collective 
health. 
 
The Botany of Desire takes a dif-
ferent path. The book examines 
four plants that have become 
widespread because of human in-
terest in them. The argument is 
that (based on a sort of natural 
selection) these plants have suc-
ceeded from an evolutionary point 
of view because of the attributes 
that make them desirable to one 
of the most prolific species on 
earth, humans. Pollan wonders 
throughout: ‘who is domesticating 
whom’?  
 
It is an interesting (and entertain-
ing) thought experiment, and it 
questions the perspective that hu-
mans are somehow separate and 
in control of nature. Pollan choos-
es four species to explore from his 
own garden and through history: 
these are the apple tree, the tulip, 
the cannabis plant, and the potato.  
 
The apple is introduced with the 
image of Johnny Appleseed float-

ing down a river in a canoe cata-
maran balanced with sacks of ap-
ple seeds. John Chapman was giv-
en the name Johnny Appleseed 
because of his eccentric efforts to 
plant apples in the frontier as the 
United States expanded into the 
continent.  
 
Pollan compares the wholesome 
myth of Johnny Appleseed with 
the reality that John Chapman was 
bringing alcohol (cider) into the 
frontier - it was a good business. 
Pollan traces the origin of the ap-
ple from Kazakhstan through his-
tory to the American frontier and 
finally to the small selection of 
apples that we grow today for the 
marketplace. The apple, as such, 
has become one of the most wide-
spread fruits in the world by luring 
us with its sweet taste (and its fer-
mented option). 
 
One of the interesting metaphors 
Pollan weaves through The Botany 
of Desire is that of Dionysus and 
Apollo: “The Greeks regarded Di-
onysus as the antithesis of Apollo, 
god of clear boundaries, order, and 
light, of man’s firm control over 
nature. Dionysian revelry melts 
every Apollonian line, so that, as 
Nietzsche writes, ‘alienated, hos-
tile, or subjugated nature … cele-
brates her reconciliation with her 
lost son, man’” (p.37). Where 
Apollo symbolizes order and con-
trol, Dionysus represents the wild-
ness from which order was 
wrested. Interestingly, Pollan 
writes, Dionysus was the patron of 
cultivated trees and connected with 
the discovery of the apple.  

 
The story of the tulip revolves 
around aesthetic desire as mani-
fested in the famous tulip bubble 
in Holland in the mid 1600s. The 
tulip used its beauty on humans to 
spread from Turkey around the 
world.  
 
The success of the cannabis plant 
in spreading around the world 
was based on its intoxicating 
medical and spiritual value (or 
other high and noble reasons). 
And Pollan shares its interesting 
history from Afghanistan and the 
tropics to the climate-controlled 
closets of America.  
 
And through the potato Pollan 
traces the desire for a staple for 
human populations after being 
taken to Europe by Spanish in-
vaders of the Incan empire. 
Through the potato, Pollan ex-
plores the impacts of genetic 
modification to resist pests and 
the risks of monoculture. None-
theless, aligned with his theme, 
Pollan shows how this clever 
plant used our needs and desires 
to proliferate around the world. 
 
The Botany of Desire is a light, 
meandering book - an enjoyable 
read. The book makes one feel 
more than a little sorry for those 
guileless humans as they have 
been manipulated by 
apple trees and tulips in 
the contest for abun-
dance, and dare I say, 
world dominance. Next 
time you are in the su-
permarket, don’t be 

The Botany of Desire: A Plant’s Eye View of the World (2002) 
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