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OUR READERS CARE ABOUT THE ENVIRONMENT AS MUCH AS WE DO…

Animal Made Methane 
Thank you for producing such 
an incredible document, and 
for printing it on recycled 
newsprint. The world would be 
a less informed place without 
the Watershed Sentinel.
–JB, Victoria BC

Community Watersheds 
I just read your article on Com-
munity Watersheds and realized 
that this latest move by Premier 
Campbell could make the situa-
tion worse if we can’t correct the 
situation that is already seriously 
compromised. 
–MJ, Parksville BC

Reprints?
Thanks for your work. I think 
the climate change articles are 
really helpful.–MB, Winlaw BC

Re: Biomass Nightmare I agree we should be very skeptical 
and critical of large scale projects in the BC Interior to burn trees 
to make electricity, since they over-commit long-distance transport 
of biomass and create socio-economic path dependencies beyond 
the timeframe of the immediate beetle epidemic…
–DS, Cortes Island BC

Activist’s Toolkit
Thank you so much for the Ac-
tivist’s Toolkit series. If only we 
had had access to such words 
of wisdom and good advice, I 
know we would have made 
mountains more progress when 
we were fighting for Comox 
Hill’s old growth forest, now the 
site of “Emerald Estates”.
–HS, Comox BC

SUSTAINABILITY BEGINS HERE…
When the Watershed Sentinel 
first started its tiny print run 20 
years ago, we were photocopied 
on 100% recycled paper. There 
have been many evolutions over 
the years since then, changes in 
presses, changes in technology 
and paper. Now again, thanks to 
some cooperative printers, and 
the persistent work of Markets 
Initiative, both the cover and 
the inside pages are printed on 
100% recycled, process chlorine 
free paper. We also use vegetable 
inks wherever possible.

USE THE ORDER FORM TO SUBSCRIBE TODAY. 
For fastest service, order online: www.watershedsentinel.ca

SUBSCRIBE to Watershed Sentinel 
magazine NOW with this  
Special 20th Anniversary Offer…

 5 smart, jam-packed issues per year!

�Save 30% when you take 2 years (10 issues) 

�FREE DIGITAL EDITION every issue,  
included with your subscription

 Full access to back issues on our web archive

 100% Money-Back Guarantee!
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 fishnet cleanup: this summer commercial divers pulled 173 nets from Puget Sound. The Northwest Straits Commis-
sion wants to clear 90 percent of derelict nets from the sound by 2010…  EU bans pesticides: In January, the European 
parliament voted by a sweeping majority to ban 22 pesticides… Court victory on mining: Great Lakes United,  
Mining Watch Canada, and Ecojustice are hailing a landmark decision in April from the Federal Court of Canada that will force 
the federal government to report mining pollution data to the National Pollutant Release Inventory (NPRI)…  SaSkatch-
ewans oppose nuclear power: public consultations on the Saskatchewan government’s Uranium Developments 
Partnership saw an “overwhelming response” against nuclear power and other aspects of the industry including widespread 
concern over health, safety and environmental impacts and scepticism towards the partnership itself…  Valhalla Mile 
added to provincial park: the BC government has acquired the Valhalla Mile property, consisting of 63 hectares of 
land and 1.7 kilometres of shoreline along the western shore of Slocan Lake. The land will be added to Valhalla Provincial 
Park…habitat for a variety of wildlife species including grizzly and black bears, cougars, mule deer and more…
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1: High forest fire danger projected 
to affect every continent.

5: Water run off reduced by 70%.

6 & 7: Sea level rise by 80 centime-
tres by 2100, displacing hundreds of 
millions of people, especially in Asia.

8 & 9: Glacier melt, between half and 
100%. Glaciers provide water to the 
Indus, to western China and to  parts 
of South America like Peru.

10: Marine ecosystems fundamen-
tally altered.

11: Drought twice as frequent across 
southern Africa, south-east Asia, and 
the Mediterranean Basin.

12: Reduction or disappearance of 
near-surface permafrost in northern 
Siberia and the Arctic.

13 & 14: West Antarctic and Green-
land ice sheets may melt, raising sea 
levels 10 metres.

15: Tropical cyclones more intense 
and destructive.

16, 17, 18: Hottest days of the summer 
between 6 and 10 degree C hotter. 

2, 3, 4: Crop yields reduced – maize 
and wheat by 40% at low latitudes, 
soybean everywhere, rice by 30% in 
China, India, Bangladesh & Indonesia.

Agriculture
Agricultural yields are expected to decrease 
for all major cereal crops in all major regions 
of production, once the global average 
temperature increases beyond 3ºC. Tens 
to hundreds of millions of additional people 
(roughly a 10-20% increase), would be at risk 
from hunger. This would occur mostly in Sub-
Saharan Africa, and in some parts of south Asia 
and Central America.

Water availability
A rise in global average temperature of 4 ºC 
would have a substantial effect on river flows 
and the availability of water. For the population 
rise at 2080, without climate change, just over 
3 billion people, out of a global population of 
7.5 billion, could be living in areas with limited 
per capita water availability (less than 1000m3/
person/year). By reducing river run-off, climate 
change could mean that significantly less water 
was available to approximately 1 billion of these 
people substantially increasing the pressure of 
managing water supplies. As glaciers retreat, 
communities relying on glacier melt-water will 
also come under further threat.

Sea-level rise
Low-lying coastal areas will become more 
vulnerable to flooding and land loss. As these 
areas often have dense populations, important 
infrastructure and high value agricultural 
and bio-diverse land, significant impacts are 
expected. At the beginning of the 21st century, 
an estimated 600 million people live no more 
than 10 metres above sea level.

Carbon cycle
The 20th century rise in CO2 concentration was 
only 40-50% of the actual rate of emissions, 
because the rest was absorbed by the world’s 
ecosystems and oceans. At 4ºC increase in 
global average temperature, the proportion of 
CO2 emissions remaining in the atmosphere 
could rise to as much as 70%. 

Temperature rises
An average global temperature rise of 4ºC is 
not uniform as oceans heat more slowly than 
the land, and high latitudes, particularly the 
Arctic, will have larger temperature increases. 
The temperature of the hottest days will 
increase and many areas of high population 
density will see a larger change in extreme 
high temperatures. 
This will significantly impact health, water 
availability, agricultural productivity, the risk of 
fire, the melting of ice sheets and the thawing 
of permafrost.

The Amazon forest
With high levels of climate change, large areas 
of the Amazon forest could be lost through either 
drought stress on vegetation or the uncontrolled 
spread of fire.
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The Curse of the Black Dragon

BC’s Harbour Hulks
OCEANS

september-OctOber 2009

by Arthur Caldicott

Everyone on the coast sees them 
– the broken hulks of boats. They’re 
almost as prevalent as discarded 
plastic containers, and far more 
perilous. 

Derelict vessels are a maritime 
nightmare – an eyesore and naviga-
tional hazard, and the source of toxic 
substances such as gasoline, diesel, 
heavier fuels and lubricating oils, 
battery acids and metals, paints con-
taining lead and copper, even sewage. 
These things leach, leak, and spill into 
our harbours and bays from neglected 
boats. 

The boats sit at anchor or tied to a 
mooring buoy, avoiding moorage fees. 
For months or years, they don’t move 
and no one is ever seen aboard. Rust 
and rot seeps out of them. Occasional-
ly, an oil slick will appear around the 
hull. Then one day there’s a storm and 
the next morning the vessel is ground-
ed on nearby rocks, or has crashed 
into the local marina. Sometimes, 
folks simply watch the ship sink.

The environmental risks are very 
real and entirely predictable.

Not Our Department
No official agency will take any 

precautionary action, until one of 

these boats sinks or until the oil spills 
or the vessel becomes a navigational 
hazard. By then, the damage is often 
done.

The Canadian Coast Guard 
[CCG] may raise the vessel, and tow it 
to some place for disposal – if there’s 
an oil spill risk. CCG can recover these 
costs with a claim to the Ship-source 
Oil Pollution Fund (SOPF). But no oil, 
no SOPF, and no Coast Guard. 

The annual report of the SOPF 
contains a lengthy list of these boats 
which have broken up or sunk in har-
bours on Canada’s coasts. It makes in-
teresting, if infuriating, reading. 

Most of these incidents could 
have been avoided, had someone 
acted earlier. It’s not like no one saw 
them coming. 

The fact is, people in harbour 
communities on the coast look at 
these derelict ships every day, and 

they do complain – to local, provin-
cial, and federal governments, to en-
vironment ministries and the Coast 
Guard. If they get a response at all, 
it’s a deplorable game of bureaucratic 
hide-and-seek.

Tod Inlet is on the east side of 
Saanich Inlet, near Victoria. It has 
been accumulating derelict vessels  
– fishboats, sailboats, barges – for 
years. The Saanich Inlet Protection 
Society (SIPS) has been on the case – 
to get the derelicts removed, and have 
some controls put in place. 

“We had no satisfaction from any 
level of government – just a lot of buck 
passing,” says Frances Pugh, SIPS 
President. “Government agencies are 
absolutely not doing their jobs.”

Out of frustration, the Central 
Saanich Maritime Society moved be-
yond writing letters to bureaucrats and 
ministers. It went to media. Reporters 
and cameras came to Tod Inlet. 

Toward the end of June, the Coast 
Guard began removing the derelicts 
and now claims to be monitoring the 
situation.

Allan Adams, Maritime Society 
President, says, “It was a small victo-
ry.” He points out that only two of the 
twenty or more derelicts were dealt 
with by the CCG: a sunken gillnetter 
was raised and towed to Ladysmith for 
demolition, and a crane was removed 
from a barge. The barge remains. A 
third boat was removed by its owner.

Stafford Reid is an expert in ma-
rine emergency preparedness, and he 
understands the disharmony and in-
action that results when a number of 
different agencies from two levels of 
government have fingers in the dere-
lict boat pie. Transport Canada licens-
es vessels, but it is the province’s role 
to deal with the derelicts. “Essentially, 
they are wastes causing environmen-
tal pollution and nuisance,” says Reid, 

“The solution is simple. 
We need to establish 
recycling for boats, 

just as we have for cars, 
tires, newspapers, tin cans 

and other products.”

Delores Broten
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SUSTAINABLE LIVING

november-december 2009

by Joyce Nelson

Across Canada, the US, the UK, 
Europe, and Asia, communities are 
facing an unprecedented onslaught of 
proposals for new incinerators. In July 
2008, Friends of the Earth released a 
map showing dozens of planned new 
incinerator sites across the UK. The 
British government has committed 
billions to new incineration, while 
cutting budgets for recycling by 30 
per cent.

Germany, which already has such 
an over-capacity of incineration that it 
imports millions of tonnes of garbage 
each year to feed its maw, is nonethe-
less planning 100 new incinerators. 
The Germany waste-disposal indus-
try is lobbying fiercely to get the gov-
ernment out of regulating the sector.

What’s driving this onslaught 
is a new generation of incinerating 
technologies that is being touted as 
the answer to both waste disposal and 
energy needs. These new technolo-
gies – variously called “gasification,” 
“plasma gasification,” “plasma arc,” 
“pyrolysis,” “plasma torch,” – are 
collectively referred to as multi-stage 
waste-to-energy (WTE) plants. Since 
these WTE facilities burn waste, 
we’ll refer to them as incinerators, 
even though their lobbyists refuse the 
term.

In Canada, the key lobby group 
for WTE incinerators is the Canadian 
Energy From Waste Coalition (see 
sidebar 1). On June 27, 2009, the Coa-
lition made a presentation to the Met-
ro Vancouver Council-of-Councils. 
Metro Vancouver is deciding what 

to do with its municipal solid waste 
(MSW) and is seriously considering 
six new WTE incinerators for the re-
gion.  

Since Metro Vancouver is itself a 
member of the Canadian Energy From 
Waste Coalition, the lobbyists appear 
to have been conveniently lobbying 
themselves that June day.

This three-part series will look 
at several members of the Coalition – 
Aquilini Renewable Energy, Covanta 
Energy Corp., and, of course, Metro 
Vancouver – along with another big 
WTE player, Plasco Energy Group.

A Clean Energy Future?
Faced with climate change, es-

calating greenhouse gases, and peak 
oil, governments are attempting to 
legislate a “clean energy future” that 

The record shows precious little energy 
but lots of potential for profit

Waste Management Inc.
Wheelabrator Technologies Inc.
Veolia Environmental Services
Covanta Energy Corp.
AE&E-Von Roll Inc.
Alter Nrg Corp.
Aquilini Renewable Energy
Borden Ladner Gervais

The Canadian Plastics Industry Association
The Cement Association of Canada
Maple Reinders Group
The Power Workers Union
Willms & Shier Environmental Lawyers LLP
Ramboll Danmark A/S
Earth Tech Inc.
GENIVAR Ontario Inc.

Golder Associates
Willis Energy Services Ltd.
City of Hamilton
Hamilton Utilities Corp.
Peel Region
Metro Vancouver
City of Edmonton

— www.energyfromwaste.ca

Canadian Energy From Waste Coalition Members
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by Delores Broten 

The BC Tap Water Alliance 
(BCTWA) has released three more re-
ports in its long-standing campaign to 
raise the alarm about incursions into 
community drinking watersheds, and 
the removal of those watersheds from 
protected status. Through archival 
research, the BCTWA has uncovered 
maps and documents that reveal dec-
ades of bureaucratic sleight-of-hand, 
ignoring the legal protection of water-
sheds as provincial Land Act Water-
shed Reserves to the benefit of logging 

Arrow Creek Watershed Reserve: A new road is cut through kilometres 
of steep, sensitive glacial till soils. Hay bales, mandated under Best 
Management Practices, do little to nothing to prevent the fine silts 
and sediments, shown below and around the culvert, from continuing 
onward to Arrow Creek, which supplies water to the Kokanee beer 
factory in Creston. 

and development interests. BCTWA’s 
2006 book, From Wisdom to Tyranny, 
detailed the scandalous fate of BC’s 
protected drinking watersheds. 

In May, The Community Forest 
Trojan Horse discussed a highly con-
troversial attempt to insert a Commu-
nity Forest License into the Sunshine 
Coast Regional District’s primary and 
secondary water supplies, the Chap-
man Creek  and Gray Creek Water-
shed Reserves. At the heart of that is-
sue is a long-fought local struggle to 

protect these watersheds, including a 
1998 regional referendum in which an 
overwhelming majority voted against 
logging and mining in them. 

Two reports in July and Decem-
ber 2008 concern real estate and com-
mercial recreational developments in 
Rossland’s city watershed, Topping 
Creek, including details of how BC’s 
Chief Forester began sidelining these 
Reserves in the 1960s.

In November, BCTWA co-ordi-
nator Will Koop wrote to BC Minister 
of Forests and Range Pat Bell, protest-
ing the issuance of a 99-year Com-
munity Forest License to the Creston 
Valley Forest Corporation since the 
license lies “within the boundaries of 
four community watersheds and Wa-
tershed Reserves.” Koop reminded 
the Minister of his government’s Re-
serves legacy: “These Reserves, num-
bered at over 300 in the early 1980s, 
were to legislatively protect commu-
nity drinking watersheds from all dis-
positions...” 

The Alliance has told the Forest 
Stewardship Council BC Regional 
Process that it welcomes the commu-
nity forest tenure as “an important, 
necessary, and legitimate process – on 
one condition: Stay out of community 

FORESTS

One small environmental organization refuses to forget BC’s lost Watershed Reserves

Sacrificed

Photo Will Koop

Photo Will Koop
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by Maggie Paquet

Site C and the Spin
Google the phrase, “Site C” and whaddya get? 

1,270,000 hits! The first two are from BC Hydro claiming 
that another dam on the Peace River is a good source of 
“green energy.” Green energy?

What does the term “green energy” mean? That it’s 
completely “sustainable”? It has no negative environment-
al effects? Does “green” mean “clean”? Or is it a case of 
“clean” compared to…What? Coal-fired generation? Nucle-
ar power? Incinerating garbage? The purpose of this article 
is to get us thinking beyond the words and into a closer 
approximation of reality – in the context of energy produc-
tion.

What is Site C?

Site C is a proposed third dam on the Peace River about 
7 km southwest of Fort St. John in BC’s northeast. The other 
two dams are the WAC Bennett Dam and the Peace Canyon 
Dam. Considered one of the largest dams in the world (in 
1999), the Bennett is capable of generating 2,730 megawatts 
at peak capacity and an average of 1,310 gigawatt hours. 
Downstream is the Peace Canyon Dam (1980), which cre-
ated the Dinosaur Reservoir. This generates an additional 
694 megawatts.

BC Hydro says Site C would provide about 900 mega-
watts of capacity, and produce approximately 4,600 giga-
watt hours of electricity each year – enough to power about 
460,000 homes. “As currently designed, the earthfill Site C 
dam would be 1,100 m long, with 300 m of concrete struc-
tures located on the right bank for the spillway and power 
intakes…. The reservoir would be 83 km long, on average 
two to three times the width of the current river, and would 
flood approximately 5,340 ha.”

The Geography

The Peace River runs for 1,923 kms from the head of 
the Finlay and Parsnip rivers (now drowned in Williston 
Reservoir when the WAC Bennett Dam was built) to its del-
ta at Lake Athabasca in Wood Buffalo National Park. Here, 
it connects with the Slave River, which runs into Great 
Slave Lake, then the Mackenzie River, which empties into 
the Arctic Ocean.

The headwater rivers of the Peace rise in the Omineca 
Mountains on the east side of the Northern Rockies and 
Rocky Mountain Trench. It is the only river on the continent 
that flows completely west to east through the Rocky Moun-
tains. Part of the enormous Mackenzie River watershed, the 
Peace drains a watershed of 302,500 km , of which a third 
is in BC and the rest is in Alberta.

The History

(from the 2007 BC Legislative Library backgrounder)

“The Site C project…was first suggested by BC Hy-
dro in the 1970s. …It would flood several thousand hec-
tares of land near Fort St. John…and take over 10 years 
to complete…Feasibility studies and public consultations 
were first conducted in the mid-1970s. In 1980, BC Hy-
dro applied for an Energy Project Certificate to build the 
dam. The BC Utilities Commission (BCUC) held numerous 
hearings, listening to over 70 witness panels and 100-plus 
representatives at local and special First Nations meetings. 
The commission ruled in 1983 that Cabinet should defer is-
suing a certificate,” which it eventually did, in that round. 
Hydro revisited the question repeatedly over the next two 
decades.  

In 2001, Hydro updated information on the dam’s en-
vironmental impact, generating capacity, and economic 
viability and included Site C in its 2004 and 2006 submis-
sions to the BC Utilities Commission. Most recently, the 
BC government’s 2007 energy plan stated it would “enter 
into initial discussions” with key stakeholders to “ensure 
that communications regarding the potential project and the 
processes being followed are well known.”

The Impacts 

The original Site C plan called for removal of approxi-
mately 2,600 hectares of land from the Agricultural Land 
Reserve in the Lower Peace River. The 1983 BCUC report 
noted there could be some impact on climate in the immedi-
ate area of the reservoir “from increased fog and humidity 
which might adversely affect farming in the region.” 

The BCUC report 
also found flooding 
would result in the loss 
of productive forest 
land, a “significant loss 
of both game and non-
game wildlife in the re-
gion”…and that “while 
the project will create 
new reservoir recrea-
tional opportunities, 
these will not offset the 
quality and value of lost 
river based recreation...” 
and estimated a net rec-
reation resource loss of 
$6.9 million.

Peace River dams can affect water levels in Alberta. 
The WAC Bennett dam has been blamed for lowered water 
levels in Alberta’s Athabasca and Peace deltas and for al-
tered critical wetland habitats. 

In 2004, members of the Athabasca Chipewyan First 
Nation – whose culture is closely tied to these habitats – 
were awarded $4 million by BC Hydro as compensation for 
the effects of the dam, built during the 1960s.

Agriculture is the third largest resource industry in BC 
after logging and mining. Only 3% of BC’s land is consid-
ered suitable for farming – the smallest amount of any prov-
ince except Newfoundland/Labrador. Peace River farmland 
produces 86% of BC’s grain. 

An article in the Vancouver Sun in April 2004 said BC 
Hydro estimates that the project would leave a footprint of 
5,125 ha. Of this, 3,940 ha is judged to be farmland of ag-
ricultural significance, much of it class 1 agricultural land. 
Any nearby high quality agricultural land would be down-
graded because of the localised climate change – such as 
increased fog – caused by a large reservoir.

The relocation of the highway, secondary access roads, 
dam construction materials, and the clearing and widening 
of the transmission lines are not included in the calculated 
losses of agricultural lands. 

In addition to the loss of important farmland, there 
would also be significant loss of unique wildlife values, 
such as the crucial wintering and calving habitat for un-
gulates and nesting areas for warblers, as well as the area 
being an important flyway for 70 species of birds and wa-
terfowl (including red and blue-listed species).

The Science in Today’s Terms

In the journal Energy & Environmental Science, Mark 
Jacobson, director 
of the Atmosphere/
Energy Program at 
Stanford University, 
reviews and ranks 
major energy-related 
solutions to global 
warming, air pollu-
tion deaths, and energy 
security. The report 
and extensive supple-
mentary materials are 
available online. 

The report as-
sumes that all US gaso-
line-powered vehicles 

The Peace River where the upper reservoir of the Site C dam would flood                               Photo by Wayne Sawchuk

Site C on the Peace River

ENERGY

“Green” Energy 
or Greenwash?

Map by Arthur Caldicott
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by Maggie Paquet

Vi r t u a l l y 
all of the 
w o r l d ’ s 

mountain caribou 
live in British Col-
umbia, where their 
populations have 
been declining for 
at least the last half-
century. Initially, the 
decline was attrib-
uted to over-hunting; 
regulations were 
changed and their 
numbers rebounded. For at least the past 40 years, logging 
has been the primary cause of their decline. In 1995, there 
were an estimated 2,500 mountain caribou; today’s esti-
mate is about 1,200 to 1,400.

What is a mountain caribou? They are one of three 
ecotypes of woodland caribou (Rangifer tarandus cari-
bou) found in BC, the other two being northern caribou and 
boreal caribou. Their differentiation into ecotypes is based 
on characteristic behaviour and habitat use, rather than on 
genetics. For the most part, they can also be geographic-
ally differentiated with the northern ecotype inhabiting the 
high plateaus in BC’s north (such as the Spatsizi), the bor-
eal inhabiting the lowland plains of BC’s northeast, and the 
mountain ecotype inhabiting BC’s south-central and south-
eastern mountains, primarily the ranges from the south-
ern Rockies west to the Monashees and 
north into the Wells Gray and MacGregor 
mountains areas; they typically inhabit 
old-growth Interior “wet belt” forests. 
Some non-contiguous populations also 
inhabit the central Coast Ranges (eastern 
Tweedsmuir area and near Smithers).

The 1997 publication, Toward a Man-
agement Strategy for Mountain Caribou: Background Re-
port, says: “This mountain ecotype…inhabits old-growth 
forests of the wet Interior and exhibits different habitat use 
patterns, seasonal migrations, predator-avoidance tactics, 
and winter diet selections from those of the northern [and 
boreal] ecotype.”

Mountain caribou are a separate ecotype primarily be-
cause they behave differently than the northern and boreal 
ecotypes. Behaviour is critical because it is what enables 
an animal to use its habitat successfully. In the wet forests 
and mountainous terrain where they live, winters are long 

and snow is deep. 
Because they cannot 
dig deep enough to 
find food on the for-
est floor, they sub-
sist for six to eight 
months almost ex-
clusively on arboreal 
lichens, which are 
very slow-growing 
and “only found in 
useful quantities in 
forests 125 or more 
years old.”

Another reason they are a separate ecotype is because 
of their movement patterns. They have two primary migra-
tions annually, moving from the high elevations to the val-
leys, and in winter, moving back up to subalpine forests to 
feed almost exclusively on arboreal lichens. Additionally, 
cows travel alone to remote areas to calve, most likely to 
minimize risk from predation. When these areas are dis-
turbed, the animals’ stress levels rise and can profoundly 
affect reproduction success.

Science, Ethics (?), and All Kinds of Politics

There has been a long history of research, reports, 
stakeholder meetings, press releases – what-have-you – on 
mountain caribou in BC. Is it merely another example of the 

old “talk-and-log” exercise with which 
we’re all so familiar? You be the judge.

In 1988, the Mountain Caribou in 
Managed Forests (MCMF) program was 
initiated in the Prince George area and, 
in 1990 was expanded to include the 
southeastern portion of the province with 
similar forestry-caribou habitat-related 

issues and concerns. In 1994, the preliminary results of 
MCMF activities were summarized in the report, Mountain 
Caribou in Managed Forests: Preliminary Recommenda-
tions for Managers. The recommendations were not imple-
mented.

In 1993, mountain caribou were on the province’s “blue 
list” (at risk/vulnerable) of species at risk, with a then-esti-
mated population of 2,520. As far back as 1984, the Com-
mittee on the Status of Endangered Wildlife in Canada con-
sidered most populations to be rare, and those in the Sel-
kirks to be endangered. In 2000, BC’s Conservation Data 

Saving
A plan by any other name…

Caribou
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They subsist for six to eight 
months almost exclusively on 

arboreal lichens, which are very 
slow-growing and “only found in 
useful quantities in forests 125 

or more years old.”
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Excerpts from an Interview with Epidemiologist Tom Jefferson

“A Whole Industry Is Waiting                           
    For A Pandemic”

HEALTH
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Reprinted from Der Spiegel, July 21, 2009 © Der Spiegel
 
The world continues to be gripped with fears of a swine 

flu pandemic. [Canada is purchasing 50 million doses of 
a new vaccine, at a cost of over $400 million, to be ready 
before December.] In an interview with Der Spiegel, epi-
demiologist Tom Jefferson speaks about dangerous fear-
mongering, misguided money-driven research, and why we 
should all be washing our hands a lot more often.

Spiegel: Mr. Jefferson, the world is living in fear of 
swine flu. And some predict that, by next winter, one-third 
of the world's population might be infected. Are you per-
sonally worried? Are you and your family taking any pre-
cautions?

Tom Jefferson: I wash my hands very often – and it's 
not all because of swine flu. That's probably the most effec-
tive precaution there is against all respiratory viruses, and 
the majority of gastrointestinal viruses and germs as well.

Spiegel:  Do you consider the swine flu to be particu-
larly worrisome?

Jefferson: It's true that influenza viruses are unpre-
dictable, so it does call for a certain degree of caution. But 
one of the extraordinary features of this influenza – and 
the whole influenza saga – is that there are some people 
who make predictions year after year, and they get worse 
and worse. None of them so far have come about, and these 
people are still there making these predictions. For exam-
ple, what happened with the bird flu, which was supposed 

to kill us all? Nothing. But that doesn't stop these people 
from always making their predictions. Sometimes you get 
the feeling that there is a whole industry almost waiting for 
a pandemic to occur.

Spiegel:  Who do you mean? The World Health Or-
ganization (WHO)?

Jefferson: The WHO and public health officials, vi-
rologists and the pharmaceutical companies. They've built 
this machine around the impending pandemic. And there's 
a lot of money involved, and influence, and careers, and en-
tire institutions! And all it took was one of these influenza 
viruses to mutate to start the machine grinding. 

Spiegel:  Do you think the WHO declared a pandemic 
prematurely?

Jefferson: Don't you think there's something notewor-
thy about the fact that the WHO has changed its definition 
of pandemic? The old definition was a new virus, which 
went around quickly, for which you didn't have immunity, 
and which created a high morbidity and mortality rate. Now 
the last two have been dropped, and that's how swine flu 
has been categorized as a pandemic. 

Spiegel:  But, year after year, 10,000-30,000 people in 
Germany alone die from influenza. In the Western world, 
influenza is the most deadly infectious disease there is.

Jefferson: Hold on! These figures are nothing more 
than estimates. More than anything, you have to distinguish 
between an influenza-like illness and a genuine flu, the real 
influenza. Both of them have the same symptoms: a sudden 
high fever, a sore throat, coughing, rheumatic pain in the 
back and legs, possible bronchitis and pneumonia. But real 
flus, real influenzas are only caused by influenza viruses, 
while there are more than 200 different viruses that cause 
influenza-like illness... Approximately 7 percent of influen-
za-like illness cases are caused by influenza viruses. It's a 
very small percentage. What I know is that real influenza is 
systematically overestimated.

Spiegel:  And what about the 200 other kinds of vi-
ruses?

Jefferson: They're not as popular as influenza. Re-
searchers are just not as interested in that. Take rhinovi-

There are more than 200 different viruses that 
cause influenza-like illness
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