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Praise for Voices for the Islands

“In Voices for the Islands, Sheila Harrington chronicles the legacy of the many dedicated, local activists who worked for over fifty years to build the land trusts, conservancies, and precious wild sanctuaries that now safeguard the very soul of BC’s Gulf Islands. She documents what these nature heroes did against daunting odds, employing land covenants, scientific research, innovative fund-raising, and effective advocacy, to save nature from development. As such, she also provides a how-to guide.

This is an impressive, engaging book. I highly recommend it. If you care about passing nature onward, Voices for the Islands is a must-read that I suspect may inspire you too to join the action.”

Ric Careless OBC, founding member of the Sierra Club of BC and BC Parks Foundation

“As a sailor, I have had the privilege of visiting every one of the islands in this book and hiked many trails in the parks and protected areas. Each Gulf Island holds a distinct beauty where orange Arbutus trees reach for the sun off rocky cliffs while towering Douglas fir support Bald Eagles in their treetop nests. Orca, humpback whales and seals wander the deep waters. It is a delight to follow in the wake of fellow sailor Sheila Harrington as she meets the people and organizations that have fought tirelessly to preserve these unique ecosystems for future generations to enjoy.”

Bob McDonald OC, author, journalist, and host of CBC’s Quirks & Quarks

“The interconnected islands of the Salish Sea present wonderful diversity—from arbutus groves to intertidal ecosystems, camas meadows, and vital wetlands. But these delicate zones are threatened by biodiversity loss, land clearing, and climate change. As a fellow island dweller invested in conservation, I appreciated learning more about the differences between reserves, conservancies, covenants, and parks, as well as how the Islands Trust movement began. Sheila Harrington reminds us that islands are a construct and draws our attention to the waterways and desire trails that connect these jewels. Reading about the many individuals and groups working to preserve these lands helps me feel a little less alone, the distances easier to cross.”

Amanda Lewis, author of Tracking Giants: Big Trees, Tiny Triumphs, and Misadventures in the Forest

“At last, a Good New Story. This book details the ongoing successful battles to preserve the natural spaces on the treasured Islands of the Salish Sea. Engagingly written, part chronology, part inspiration and part guide for the future. It details the battles and sacrifices of the many dedicated crusaders for Mother Gaia.”

Bobbi Hunter, Greenpeace co-founder and editor/contributor of Mr. Mindbomb: A Life in Stories

“Aboard her small sailboat, Sheila Harrington takes us to the islands in the Salish Sea to tell a remarkable story. As developments began to threaten unique ecosystems, local activists rallied round to preserve them. Determined, creative, and savvy, they often succeeded. Their fights contain lessons for all of us—both timeless and timely!”

Claudia Cornwall, author of British Columbia in Flames: Stories from a Blazing Summer

“A beautifully crafted, comprehensive tour of these iconic, fragile islands, seen through the eyes and hearts of those who tend them. Indigenous and Settler. Through colourful photos, and conversations with colourful locals, Sheila Harrington shows us restoration is possible.”

Pauline Le Bel, author of Whale in the Door: A Community Unites to Protect BC’s Howe Sound

“Conservation does work. From philanthropy to volunteer hours to policy campaigns, regular people who care about community have shaped and reshaped the Western land and seascape. This book is a beautiful tribute to those people—past and present—who have continuously engaged in the hard work of protecting nature. It is celebration and inspiration.”

Andrea Olive, University of Toronto Mississauga professor and author of Protecting the Prairies: Lorne Scott and the Politics of Conservation

“In Voices for the Islands, Sheila Harrington takes readers on a delightful sailing journey through the Salish Sea. As Harrington visits each jewel on the long necklace of Gulf Islands, detailing their rich conservation history, she shines a light on the passionate residents who have dedicated so much of their lives to protecting nature in doggedly creative ways. Voices for the Islands unflinchingly documents the mounting threats facing the islands in the Salish Sea and describes on-going efforts at reconciliation with First Nations, the original stewards of the waters and land. In these troubling times of climate change and biodiversity loss, Harrington’s book is an uplifting testament to how individuals and communities working together to protect what they cherish can make an incalculable difference.”

Sarah Cox, author of Signs of Life and Breaching the Peace

“Voices for the Islands will be an important contribution to understanding how conservation has and will happen on the Salish Sea Islands.”

Duane West, former superintendent of Parks Canada, former director of Gabriola Lands and Trails Trust, and current director of Lasqueti Island Nature Conservancy

“The telling of the history of conservation on Bowen Island, capturing all its details and personalities, is a real gift to our community. We, Bowen Island, need to know our conservation history. Good things don’t just happen—people work hard to make them happen, and Sheila Harrington tells that story well. I learned a lot reading it.”

Bob Turner, former mayor of Bowen Island and current director of Bowen Island Conservancy

“An enjoyable trip down memory lane for sure, and inspiration to keep on going!”

Dr. Kathy Dunster, former director and co-chair of Land Trust Alliance of BC, former board member of the Islands Trust Fund (Conservancy), and lead Urban Ecosystems faculty at Kwantlen Polytechnic University.
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“Island life just has a different pacing and value system than a lot of what I see on the mainland, and everywhere. I think there’s a wisdom embedded in island communities that is valuable to the wider world.”

Bob Turner Bowen Island
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Foreword

if you’ve picked up this book, chances are that you’ve fallen in love with the islands in the Salish Sea. You might have wondered how the heck they’ve retained their natural beauty against the hostile tsunami of contemporary clear-cuts, cookie cutter suburbs, and mindless malls that are encroaching elsewhere. The answer is the collective efforts of thousands of people defending and tending these islands over generations. This book is the most recent chapter of a long history of strong matriarchs, fearless fishermen, hippie accountants, loud librarians, gutsy hairdressers, energetic ecoforesters, senior shit disturbers, activist artists, organized kindergarten teachers, tireless biologists and all the other islanders who roll up their sleeves for beauty, future generations, and the natural world in a culture that doesn’t value these things. I love every one of these islanders and only have to look out the window to have deep gratitude for their ongoing efforts to defend this wider community for all of us. I’m also grateful to Sheila for having put all these valiant defenders together into one crew list (with all their duties) to show how we can work together to turn this crazy ship around.

Voices for the land and sea have always been essential but never more than now. Canadian historian Margaret MacMillan argued in her 2015 Massey Lecture series that the histories of environmental struggles are lagging in Canadian historical scholarship. Jack (J. I.) Little suggests that his fellow historians are starting to realize “that a deeper understanding of the growth in popular environmental consciousness requires detailed analysis of locally organized protests against large-scale economic development projects as well as against unsustainable logging and fishing.”1 Sheila Harrington’s personal account of the land trust and conservation movement throughout the Gulf Islands is one such addition to Canadian history. It is one great model of protecting the natural world within the juggernaut of urbanization.

One of the reasons these histories are not typically celebrated is that they are local, collaborative, slow, and mostly held together by volunteers in committees of local land trusts. It requires skill sets that are often viewed as globally unmarketable: long-term commitment to a place, understanding the legalese of land laws, and learning ecological principles. Not the stuff of dramatic novels, but a quiet revolution. Occasionally, islanders rise up into the protests that Jack Little refers to in his research, but these are only when the quiet revolution meets a wall. For example, my fifteen minutes on a horse riding naked down Howe Street as Lady Godiva to protest a corporation putting profits ahead of endangered species was only after thousands of people had spent years before that on committees across Canada quietly working to protect those endangered species. Sheila brings the story of both the exhilaration of protests and the quiet revolution alive as she sails through these unique and beloved islands. She is one of those volunteers who will sit through years of meetings until all other options are exhausted. Then watch out.

Sheila’s narrative complements the unfolding of the political vision of 1975 that created the Islands Trust, a unique legal framework that aims to preserve and protect the natural world and rural communities on these islands for all British Columbians. For “all people” is an important point; islanders have been welcoming visitors here for millennia to share the beauty, to rest and to heal. The most recent events that Sheila has captured in her account is what seliliye Belinda Claxton, a Tsawout First Nation Elder, calls ¢enen̲itel—working together to heal the land and ourselves. Dana Lepofsky, one of the scholars featured, exemplifies the type of islander who brings her professional lens as an archaeologist to support the work of Knowledge Keepers. Tara Martin is an ecologist who helped arrange one of the first Land Backs through TLC The Land Conservancy of BC for sis¢enem (Halibut Island). We are at a time in history when it is essential that we work together to respect and heal the land and ourselves. As William Rees, the UBC professor who helped coin the term “ecological footprint,” wrote recently, this is not a climate or biodiversity crisis, it is a behavioural crisis and the solution is to heal our connection to the land that supports us.2 I hope this little sliver of history will help other communities chart a better course upon this gentle earth and seas.


Briony Penn
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Brooks Point, Pender Island, with Mt. Baker behind. Protected by local islanders as a nature reserve through their dedicated fundraising and partnerships. Myles Clarke





Introduction



“The Penelakut people told me that they don’t see these as ‘islands.’ Rather they see them as shorelines, with the ocean as the highway. I see it all as a Gift.”



Loren Wilkinson Galiano Island


I’m at Home on the Islands in the Salish Sea. I came here as a young teenager, and it took some time to identify the natural wonders that grabbed my heart. As I lived, fished, and sailed around the islands, I marveled at their incredible beauty and learned about the life-giving seeds and berries of the arbutus, fir, hemlock, yew, Garry oak, and cedars. Salal, Oregon grape, and huckleberry soon became part of my diet, along with the cod and salmon, crab, clams, and oysters. I heard the herons, gulls, sea ducks, juncos, and warblers call.

As the years passed, I began to see loss and fragmentation. In the ’80s and early ’90s, fights were strong over clear-cut logging, slash burning, and development. Mega corporations like MacMillan Bloedel, Weldwood-Westply, and other numbered companies were ravaging forests and trashing streams, once the home of wild creatures living on these precious islands.

People were moving to the islands in droves. The forests, wildlife, and rural refuges were fast disappearing. There were a few provincial parks, at Montague Harbour and Mount Maxwell, but the majority of the land was being sold and developed. Most newcomers did not realize that their land clearing resulted in degradation and loss of sensitive ecosystems found nowhere else in the world. The land and its wildlife had no voice to object. I started to feel “solastalgia”—a form of emotional or existential grief caused by environmental change, linked to mourning what is lost.

While I was living on Salt Spring Island in the ’90s, I joined others who were promoting positive alternatives—green building, community recycling, and composting projects. Learning how to change our human practices to integrate with the cycles of life means we have to cross that boundary of separation we erect between ourselves and the natural world. We are more than kin with nature—we are part of her. To feel and experience this kinship with the natural world, we need to open to it, enter into its realm, learn its rhythms of tide, fresh and salt water, the connections between the tree and mycelium and the birds that eat the berries.

One of my many mentors, Michael Dunn from Mayne Island, encouraged me to notice the edges—between ecosystems and different habitats, and all of the living earth around. In the mid ’90s, with Michael and Briony Penn, we invited island residents to walk their lands and map the unique natural and cultural features of their own home places. We held showings of the maps on a few islands and published the methods and a sampling of them in a small book, Giving the Land a Voice: Mapping Our Home Places.

In response to a new millennium, in 2000, Judi Stevenson, Briony, and I invited people from eighteen of the larger populated islands to create artistic community maps, revealing what islanders knew about their island’s ecology. We especially wanted them to record what they cherished at this turning of a new century. We held exhibitions showing these beautiful community maps and published them with their stories in the Atlas of the Islands in the Salish Sea. People were truly inspired by the diversity and preciousness displayed in these maps, and the book sold out.

Then like a bad dream, suddenly the changes came barreling down the strait to my home island. The extensive Garry oak woodlands above Burgoyne Bay on Salt Spring were under threat of logging and development.

Like many other people featured in this book, I rose to the call of the land and its creatures—determined that it would be saved. With hundreds of other advocates of nature, we worked with the local land trust, often called conservancies, that enable people to legally protect these unique and threatened places in perpetuity. This book chronicles the story of how we succeeded in protecting most of the threatened areas on Salt Spring island, working with our local land trust, a water preservation society, a larger BC land trust, and with BC Parks. This book captures many other similar stories of locals banding together to protect threatened natural areas in their communities.

Most of the Islands in the Salish Sea are within a very small ecological niche, the critically imperiled Coastal Douglas-fir Biogeoclimatic zone (CDF ), the smallest and most at-risk ecological community in Canada.1 This bioregion is unique within Canada and home to the highest number of ecosystems and species at risk in the province, many of which are ranked as critically imperiled at a national and global scale. Sadly, less than 1 percent of the original forest in the CDF is left, with less than 10 percent of the young forested lands protected. The highest elevations of Salt Spring, the islands in Howe Sound, and the northern-most islands in the Salish Sea are in another biogeoclimatic zone—the Coastal Western Hemlock zone (CWH) a much wetter area, also threatened by logging and development. All of these islands are within the coastal region where logging first took place, one of the earlier areas to be colonized and developed. The wetlands, riparian ecosystems, and estuaries that depend on these forests have been so modified by human activities that they too, are at significant risk. Yet, something changed in the ’80s. People started to notice what was going on, and what was being lost—especially as they wanted what was being torn asunder.

The ’70s to mid ’80s were a time of rampant industrial logging in British Columbia. From Meares Island to the Indigenous-led protests in the Stein Valley and Haida Gwaii, then onto the famous record-breaking number of arrests in Clayoquot Sound, huge public protests were flaring up over industrial logging. The wilderness preservation movement arose in BC between 1975 and 1995 resulting in large parks in the Valhalla Valley, Stein Valley, Clayoquot Sound, Carmanah and Walbran Valleys, and the Tatshenshini River. But at home on the islands, logging and development were picking up the pace. And people on the islands heard that same call to action spawned from other regions of the province. These local land trusts arose out of a very activist time in BC. What could they do at home?

Starting with islands like Galiano, Pender, Denman, and Salt Spring, individuals joined together to form conservation land trusts, which could legally protect the land. They provide the legal means to purchase, covenant, and conserve land for the larger community and to protect the habitats of other species. These island land trusts, started in the ’90s, have now been working for twenty-five to thirty years.

This book grew out of the recent passing of some of the pivotal founders of these local land trusts—charitable organizations that are part of the larger conservation movement. The regional focus of this book is on the islands in the Salish Sea within Canada, a coastal area of international ecological significance.2 Based on my interviews with founders and current staff and directors of the more than fifteen local land trusts that developed from the mid ’90s to the present, this book provides an in-depth view of their timely emergence, multiple successes, hard lessons, human interest stories, and case studies.

As conservation on the islands includes both national and provincial parks, as well as regional and local nature reserves, I talked with people directly involved in their creation and continued management to provide some broader perspectives. This historical review describes how these intrepid people came together to conserve land on the islands in the Salish Sea in a myriad of ways. As climate change and development are dramatically altering the landscape and way of life on the coast, particularly on these unique islands, I hope their voices and stories will provide insight and motivation to conserve more of the natural areas that sustain life.

In early 2021, the loss of one of my mentors, John Scull, a founder of the Cowichan Community Land Trust and the Land Trust Alliance of BC, woke me to the reality that these elders’ voices would soon be silenced. I decided to visit other founders and capture their stories, their motivations and inspirations that led them to create these land trusts, before they were lost. So began my exploration and sailing journey to the more populated islands in the Salish Sea to meet with the founders, to learn about their successes and challenges. I also talked with many who now carry these island conservation organizations forward. This is a time of the passing of the guard.

After twelve years away from the Southern Gulf Islands, in July 2021, I began a three year sailing voyage to many of the islands in the Salish Sea to interview the unsung heroes behind these conservation land trusts. As I recorded the voices of many of the initiators and people now working with these organizations, I learned about new places that had been conserved, new educational, science, and restoration projects, and new Indigenous partnerships—along with the growing threats to the biodiversity of the islands.

The recent United Nations biodiversity conference held in Montreal set a goal to conserve 30 percent of land and water by 2030. In order to meet this objective, we need to conserve more land, awaken to a larger view, and recognize that it really does matter what we do, especially in our own backyards. All aspects of nature, including ourselves, are interrelated and interdependent. With the climate and biodiversity crisis upon us, human civilization and the natural ecosystems we depend on hang in the balance.

Through this collection of stories about conservation on the islands—the land acquisitions, legal battles, lessons learned, and areas protected through landowner (or landholder) agreements, such as conservation covenants—I hope to inspire readers, turn apathy or cynicism to action, and support conservation in an era of restoration and reconciliation. Thanks to the generosity of landowners and donors, since the early ’90s, conservation organizations have protected thousands of hectares on these small islands.3 They have made formidable partnerships with senior and local governments to create parks and nature reserves. They have undertaken unique restoration and innovative educational and science projects to help bring other islanders and visitors to an appreciation of the intricate biodiversity that needs conserving and protecting.

This book shares these “voices for the islands” from the people who founded the land trusts in the Salish Sea, those working in land and marine conservation today, and those who worked in both federal and provincial agencies who helped create federal and provincial parks on the islands.

Today we understand more about how land was taken from Indigenous people and the dire ramifications. In naming the islands, I’ve used the colonial names and included the Indigenous place names for the islands and other places in the text where possible. Indigenous place names are still being fully recognized for some islands, and many islands are in the shared traditional territories of more than one First Nation. As well, some First Nations do not separate discrete islands from the waters around them.

With human population and wealth growing exponentially on the West Coast, the impacts and changes in the Salish Sea and the islands are significant—from loss of herring and salmon to homelessness for those people at the bottom end of the capitalistic spectrum. Yet, more and more people and organizations are resisting the singular economic driver that has led us here. Promoting individual stewardship of land and working with conservation land trusts—stepping up to protect nature—is a hopeful way forward for the future.

May fair winds be with us as I take you in my small sailboat across the Salish Sea to the islands to meet their passionate defenders.
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Sailing in the Southern Gulf Islands of the Salish Sea. Heather Crawford
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Spared from much of the logging that has occurred on Gabriola Island, this large cedar may be one of the guardians looking over this protected forest.
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Chapter One Gabriola Island In Trails We Trust



“It’s not up to governments! Lovely people have joined in this work, and we’ve had huge success!”



Rob Brockley President, Gabriola Land and Trails Trust


We Slipped Out of Squitty Bay on the south end of Lasqueti Island with a gentle northwest breeze tickling the Salish Sea. The long summer sky was that deep blue that seems to go on forever. As we left our home port, my first mate, friend, and long-time islander, Doane Grinell, wryly commented, “Let’s get these sails up, and let the adventure begin.”

I turned back to look at Lasqueti—situated right in the centre of Georgia Strait. My friend Dana Lepofsky calls it “the island in the middle of everywhere.” Prior to the last century of colonial exploration and industrial resource extraction, people travelled between islands, to the mainland, or to Vancouver Island by canoes or small boats. Dana has learned from archeological evidence that Lasqueti Island, being right in the middle, was a common stopping point in trade and travel. So, it seemed appropriate that I begin my journey here—in the middle of the islands in the Salish Sea.

I was brimming with excitement as I was returning to the Southern Gulf Islands after many years away. I hoped there was still time to locate and interview the founders of the islands’ land trusts and nature conservancies. Twenty-five plus years had passed since these pioneering people had established their local conservancies. What motivated these early directors to voluntarily spend hours on the phone, go to meetings, write letters and grant applications, raise money and find help to further land conservation on their islands? What inspired people to donate their land, give their hard-earned money to support purchase of other areas, or give away partial rights to protect their own properties through a conservation covenant? What stories did they have? What worked? What needed changing, and most importantly, what were their messages of hope and hard-won experience for the next generations to follow?

These were some of the questions that rattled around in my brain as Doane and I set our course for the island archipelago known as the Southern Gulf Islands. Gabriola Island was our first stop on the journey. Having lived on Lasqueti Island for the past twelve years, and previously on Salt Spring and Galiano Island, I was excited to revisit the southern islands.

As we headed south, a fifteen- to twenty-knot northwest wind picked up. We seemed to fly down the Strait with the sails set, wing on wing. We rejoiced in this first perfect day on the journey south. Nearing Gabriola, I was reminded of the beauty of these emerald-like southern islands. Captain George Vancouver’s master’s mate Thomas Manby, aboard the HMS Discovery, expressed a feeling I shared:


Never was contrast greater on this day’s sailing than with what we had been long accustomed to. It had more the aspect of enchantment than reality, with silent admiration each discerned the beauties of Nature, and nought was heard on board but expressions of delight murmured from every tongue. Imperceptibly our bark skimmed over the glass surface of the deep, about three miles an hour. The shore on either side glow’d with foliage, pleasingly variegated with every shade a cheerful spring can give the forest.1



Sailing past Nanaimo with its belching mills, square networks of urban roads and houses, and anchored freighters, the contrast was not with weather today, but with the modern industrialization that has happened since. Passing Nanaimo and nearby Newcastle (Saysutshun) and Protection Islands, we kept east of Gabriola’s forested shores and sailed into Silva Bay, a haven for wooden boat and sailing aficionados.



The Next Morning, firmly anchored in the bustling Silva Bay, we decided to go ashore to search out a bathroom and ice. We were gone for a long time, past the hungry pangs of lunch, as we walked to Drumbeg Provincial Park on the shores of Gabriola Passage. The park has extensive middens, evidence of past use by the Snuneymuxw and Lyackson people. This beautiful 52 hectare park (21 hectare upland and 35 hectare foreshore) was established in 1971.

The northwest wind scooped up the water and slammed it into the rocks and islets of the pass. We swam in the tepid waters, and walked around the classic weatheretched rocks of the island. The tall sandstone cliffs are divided up like a puzzle, with intense light on the facets of their exposed sides. These erratic islets with Douglas-fir trees leaning over the beach offered shade to intertidal creatures. Only a week ago the shorelines had been exposed to 30- to 40-degree weather, now called a “heat dome,” which left a smelly residue of millions of dead mussels and other intertidal creatures all along the Salish Sea. Those that survived were tucked in north-facing rock crevices or under the life-giving shade of the overhanging Douglas-fir and arbutus trees.

We savoured a full day of hiking, swimming, and paddling around the shores and islets surrounding Silva Bay and Gabriola Passage. Like the many tourists and boaters who come here annually, we marveled at the fast currents which create a unique habitat for abundant marine life. The transparent water revealed life at both the high and low intertidal zones—home to limpets, barnacles, rockweed, sea stars, chitons, sculpins, sea cucumbers, and numerous types of crabs. We saw the forage fish that a great blue heron was feeding on.2 Sailboats slipped by, and we watched several paddlers fight the current in the pass. The sandstone rocks edged the shore with their eroding circular forms, a result of salt and wave action, reminiscent of bones and the dinosaurs from the Late Cretaceous period from which these rocks were formed. Like most of these once jewel-like islands, Gabriola had been logged by industrial and small-scale loggers within the last century. Slash piles of burning logs, clear cuts, and eroded hillsides are not as common today. The story of how locals on Gabriola protected some of their own lands starts with Weldwood-Westply, the forestry company that owned 1,133 hectares (2,800 acres), a quarter of the island.
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The first day was glorious as a strong northwest wind blew us toward Gabriola Island—sailing wing on wing.

Long-time nature advocate and Gabriola Island Trustee Susan Yates played a major role in Weldwood’s departure. Dyan Dunsmoor-Farley highlighted Susan photographing diesel fuel on the ground and taking this evidence to the larger community.3 They had to clean up their practices or leave town.

In response, Weldwood approached the regional government, the Islands Trust, with an offer. With the help of a hired contract facilitator, who had experience with MacMillan Bloedel on other islands, their goal was to work with the community to raise $12.5 million—their assessment of the value of the lands they were willing to sell. The rest they wanted zoned for subdivision. Their idea was to create a ~8 hectare (20 acre) lot subdivision on seventy-five lots, leaving the rest for the community, which included protection of the forested watershed areas.

Unfortunately, Dyan explained to me during our phone interview, the island was going through a review of its local official community plan (OCP) at the same time. Things fell apart as divisions in philosophy and methods deepened. Eventually, the company decided to quit negotiations and sell the land to two buyers. The federal government bought ~405 hectares (1,000 acres), which they held for Treaty negotiations with the neighbouring Snuneymuxw First Nation. The second buyer was an American, who in turn sold it to another character famous in many of the islands’ logging history books—Mike Jenks.

According to Dyan, Jenks clear-cut literally everything except 30 metres (98 feet) on both sides of North Road, which locals now call Tunnel Hill. “It took a few years for the dust to settle, but acrimony persisted and eventually Jenks started selling to developers, and each time he did this, the owners of the development were required by the Islands Trust to donate land for community purposes, as every time a big development came in a deal was made. Along with confusion over the OCP and differing perspectives over what Weldwood wanted to do, it all resulted eventually in 1,300 acres of conserved land.” Dyan noted that “if the original proposal from Weldwood had gone through, the community would have acquired 2,000 acres of land. This was more than we would have gotten but all at one time, instead of almost thirty years of successive developers giving up chunks.” 4

Dyan was disappointed over it all. She felt that they lost an opportunity to have a community resolution in the beginning. “Because with all these large chunks set up for development, we lost—as soon as the land is sold and privatized, that gets extinguished.” However, the federal purchase she feels was “very prescient because we are now in Treaty negotiation for that 1,000 acres sold to the Crown.5 That’s there and the remainder of 1,300 acres is now held by the Regional District of Nanaimo.”

By the time I made my way to the island in 2021, three provincial parks and several community and regional parks were connected by a trail network. In the eastern end are Drumbeg Provincial Park and Petroglyph Heritage Park, plus a small community park on South Road. Toward the western end of the island lies the 707 Community Park which connects through the village to Cox Community Park and Descanso Bay Regional Park and campground. Several smaller waterfront and community parks dot the northern shoreline of the island, including Sandwell Provincial Park and Gabriola Sands Provincial Park on the northwest end, locally nicknamed “twin beaches” because the isthmus is bordered by two beaches facing east and west.6

The regional Islands Trust Conservancy (ITC) owns an additional three nature reserves on the island. These include two small nature reserves: Burren’s Acres (not open to the public) and Coats Millstone, and the larger Elder Cedar (S'ul-hween X'pey).


The Islands Trust Conservancy (ITC) is a regional land trust associated with the Islands Trust. The ITC often partners with local conservancies on land acquisition projects. Having been in operation since 1992, they have now worked with other conservation land trusts to protect over sixty nature reserves on the islands as of 2022.
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Gabriola Island Lands and Trails Trust past and current presidents at Silva Bay. From left: Rob Brockley, current president; Norm Harburn, past president; Kerry Marcus, past president; current board member; Tom Cameron, past president; Anne Landry, past president, current board member; John Peirce, past president Galtt, current president AFoCC.

In early July when Doane and I sailed to Gabriola, we met six directors of the Gabriola Lands and Trails Trust (Galtt) at a picnic table in the local campground at Silva Bay. They regaled us with the story of the conservation of the 707 Community Park and the ITC’s fourth nature reserve on the island, the Elder Cedar (S'ul-hween X'pey) Nature Reserve.

Rob Brockley, the current president, and John, Tom, Norm, Anne, and Kerry, five past presidents of the Galtt, felt to me like an extended family, all veterans in the conservation movement. They seemed so relaxed with each other, laughing and correcting each other’s memories and comments. A couple of the men reminded me of John Scull—one of my mentors and the instigator of many conservation and restoration projects around the Cowichan area. All displayed a quiet but firm dedication to the challenges of land stewardship and conservation. The two women were equally remarkable with their creative ideas and perseverance in protecting nature for itself, and helping people access its recreational elements and beauty via an expanding trail network.

Kerry Marcus, Galtt’s founding president, described herself as a trails advocate and equestrian. A retired federal fisheries manager, she led off with her perspective on the conditions when Galtt was conceived in 2003.


I had enough time personally to do something in the community, so I put my name forward for the local parks and recreation advisory committee (POSAC). With less than 2 percent of the island protected, we wanted to create an entity that could do fundraising and hold lands. We got talking about that in general terms when Ron Holmes of the POSAC pointed out a fantastic piece of land for sale. But we couldn’t do it in the timeframe, and so it sold, which cemented for us the fact that we needed to be ready to go ahead, as the opportunities came up. In 2004 the founding members gathered and we registered as a society, had our first AGM, and elected our first board.



There was a conservancy already working on the island. The Gabriola Land Conservancy (GLC) had a slightly different focus than Galtt, whose mandate focused on creating trails, environmental protection, and conservation. The prior GLC had two strong leaders, Leigh Anne Milman and David Boehm. Kerry remarked that “they did amazing work. Leigh Anne was like a bull terrier, and got stuff done.” The two organizations realized their priorities were different and originally maintained two separate organizations.

Kerry explained that the original Gabriola Land Conservancy was instrumental in acquiring the 65.36 hectare (~162 acre) Elder Cedar (S'ul-hween X'pey) Nature Reserve. The property contains some of the last remaining mature forest stands on the island with veteran Douglas-fir trees and several freshwater wetlands and riparian areas. The GLC had been working for over twenty years to designate this Crown land area for conservation and recreation through a unique provincial government free Crown Land Grant transfer program.

The resulting Elder Cedar (S'ul-hween X'pey) Nature Reserve was granted to the Islands Trust Conservancy (ITC) in 2006, with an added conservation covenant co-held by Galtt and the Nanaimo and Area Land Trust (NALT).


A Conservation Covenant is a written legal agreement between a property owner and a government body or one or more land trust organizations designated by the Surveyor General, that sets out specific restrictions or requirements that the landowner will uphold to ensure conservation of all or parts of the land. It is registered on title under Section 219 of the Land Title Act and “runs with the land” in perpetuity (it continues to exist on title after the property is sold or transferred, binding future owners).


The ITC describes the significance of the name, S'ul-hween X'pey, in their management plan. “To recognize the rich First Nations history embedded within the site, the Islands Trust Conservancy with the assistance of Snuneymuxw linguist and Elder Dr. Ellen White, named the Reserve ‘S'ul-hween X'pey’ which directly translates to ‘elder cedar.’ However, this name has a deeper meaning as it possesses connotations of unseen ancestors and guardians.”7 Spared from much of the logging that has occurred on Gabriola Island, these 65 hectares may well have guardians looking over this forest.

The current president, Rob Brockley, explained that every year the ITC gives a management contract to Galtt for maintenance work on the property. This type of partnership is a common theme on the islands today, as the local conservancies are on the island, already familiar with the property and its management needs. Often, as in this case, the local land trust initiated and then partnered with the ITC during the acquisition of the area. Rob added that, now that the area is finally protected, Galtt is considered a continuation of the Gabriola Land Conservancy. He said that Leigh Anne Milman (GLC’s founder) was given a lifetime membership with Galtt.

According to Rob, Galtt has developed strong, collaborative, and respectful relationships with the Regional District of Nanaimo, the Islands Trust Conservancy, and BC Parks over the past several years. “They appreciate our efforts and know Galtt will deliver what we promise.”

Rob told me that they are also committed to developing respectful and meaningful relationships with the Snuneymuxw First Nation. Rob added that indications from the Snuneymuxw are that they too are interested in a respectful relationship with the community.
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This eroding sandstone in Gabriola’s Silva Bay is a common sight, called honeycomb weathering.

In 2006, Galtt endorsed a major project—a density transfer of inland forest land, now called the 707 Community Park. The density transfer process creates parkland or other community amenities by trading residential density from elsewhere.

Kerry Marcus, the founding president who was involved in the project, explained how the deal was done:


It was a big piece of land—707 acres. Galtt had talked to landowners who had forestry-zoned land that might be transferred to park. At that time, landowner Mike Jenks came cautiously to meet with us, and we explained how the density transfer process would work with the official community plan. He asked if he made one of these applications would we support it. Galtt’s major role was to convince Jenks that the application could work and, secondly, we had a list of trusted Galtt members and supporters, enough to go ahead. The density transfer process had not been exercised before on Gabriola, and it was poorly understood.

The rezoning application was contentious as many were suspicious of the outcome. With Galtt’s strong support and our ability to encourage those who supported the idea to actually come out to meetings, the rezoning application was approved, resulting in an increased number of lots for the new owner, Centre Stage holdings, on their 300 acres of view property, in exchange for 707 acres of forest land for park.



Rob said, “After the dust finally settled after many years, the Regional District of Nanaimo (RDN) owns close to 1,050 acres of the original Weldwood land as the 707 Community Park. It is the largest community park in the regional district and is larger than Vancouver’s Stanley Park.”

As a result, in 2021, 12 percent of the island has been protected—the vast majority acquired through density transfer. Rob explained, “Just last year the RDN acquired 400 acres through the density transfer process. The reality is with the cost of land these days, that offers the best opportunity to acquire parkland, but the downside is it results in more development. That’s a balance, but Galtt feels if the parkland is valuable enough, and trail connections are involved, the balance is often worth it.”

Rob sought out Gabriola in 2010 as he was transitioning into retirement. With a background in forest research, he was familiar with trail maintenance and some of the challenges of acquiring and managing lands for conservation purposes.

Galtt’s dual focus is to create trails and conserve land. They feel that trails get people out in nature, which helps them first appreciate and then support the protection of land. Some people think those two mandates conflict with each other, but Galtt feels that they complements eachother.

Their first trail was the Yogi Trail, in Cox Community Park, a 40.4 hectare (100 acre) community park near the ferry terminal. It needed a bridge, a trail rerouting and a new connector trail, outlined in the RDN’s Management Plan. From 2004 through to 2005, the Nanaimo Regional District built the bridge and approved the plan for Galtt’s first trail.

The next past president to speak that day in the campground was Tom Cameron. He came to Gabriola from Alberta in 2000. As I later learned, so did three of the other past presidents. Tom managed the Parks and Wildlife Ventures program, a form of land trust.


My background is plant ecology, and my initial love is conservation. There is a real frontier in working with small lots. Every lot that remains undeveloped results in environmental benefits, and vice-versa as every lot developed has an environmental impact. As I worked with the Alberta Sport and Wildlife Federation, I pushed money to trail organizations, including the Trail Net (all uses—snowmobiles, ATVs, skiing) a coming together for a unified trail. Coming to Gabriola, I came with trails fresh on my mind, and I think I was the instigator of better trail signage. People were afraid to use 707 lands because they were afraid they’d get lost, and did get lost. I wanted to make signage to be useful, rather than meaningless, such as—a trail to nowhere, type of thing. So the signage helped to get them around and out of the park. I think Galtt has done remarkable work, having not owned the land.



Tom’s colleague Norm Harburn was another past president in this circle of interviewees. Norm managed the Alberta Sports, Recreation and Wildlife Parks Foundation. He also worked with the Calgary Parks Foundation, involving private citizens and garnering their financial support for acquisitions. He commented that the new BC Parks Foundation is doing the same thing. Norm, like the others, was retired and looking for something useful to do when he came to Gabriola Island. He shared an interest in the trails work and had experience trail clearing. Tom and Norm had also raised millions of dollars for conservation together in Alberta, so it was easy for the two to work together here on Gabriola. At this point in our discussion, they all laughed, remarking that “progressive” ideas were coming from Alberta.

Tom added, “It’s no coincidence that the presidents here have all been public servants. We are experienced as administrators, and that explains why we are hesitant to own land. He said, “If we can find someone better qualified to own land, why would we do it ourselves? We have been strongly in favour of working with the Islands Trust Conservancy, the Regional District of Nanaimo, and the BC Parks Foundation.”
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Rob Brockley, current president, in front of large cedar on the boardwalk Galtt built.
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Doane and I enjoyed a walk through Gabriola’s many trails and shorelines.

The Islands Trust Conservancy gives Galtt a service contract to help with managing ITC’s three Nature Reserves. The focus at the Elder Cedar (S'ul-hween X'pey) Nature Reserve has been to create boardwalks to protect wet soils from further degradation and to stop people from trail braiding—stepping around the wet sections. After our interview, Rob took me on a hike through this very popular nature reserve, proudly showing me the large old growth trees with the boardwalks surrounding and protecting them.

Norm commented that such boardwalks not only protect roots, but they open areas to more multi-use options. A few trails restrict horses and bicycles, but most are designated as multi-use.

Tom explained further the challenges of creating multi-use trails:


I’ve advocated for higher trail standards. Very few of our trails are built to multi-use trail standards. The ones that have been built to the higher standard, such as Cox Park, cost more money. We’ve been averse to using machinery, but sometimes one needs to do more initial damage and end up with a long term trail. Old logging roads are the best trails. We have an old population here, and some are advocating for strollers, walkers, etc.



Tom, who is a member of a local bike group, noted the support from the mountain bike community.


I’m a member of one of the mountain bike associations and get their emails, so I know they are working on trails all the time. They look at the trail differently than we do. Their motives are different, yet they also want to connect the trails to the community. They help by using handsaws. Sometimes they don’t even tell us! They have enough confidence to open their eyes to more than their own interests, so they accept our priorities too. This shared trail user aspect helps us be more and more connected. We’ve been lucky so far as there are few motorcycles on the trails.



There are challenges with e-bikes on multi-use trails, Kerry added. “From a horse’s perspective, you can hear a motorcycle coming, unlike a speeding e-bike!”

Anne Landry, the next director to provide her perspectives, worked for Parks Canada her whole career. In the fall of 2011 she came to Gabriola, partly due to knowing Duane West, another former Galtt board member who also had a career with Parks Canada. (Duane subsequently moved to Lasqueti Island, where he sits on the board of the Lasqueti Island Nature Conservancy.) “A quirky thing here,” Anne explained, “is many of us had connections together through previous work with Parks Canada.”

Anne noted that improving accessibility for those with mobility restrictions is a current project for Galtt. Through Facebook, they learned that people with mobility restrictions wanted to get to the parks, but couldn’t. So they started a pilot project, at one of the local provincial parks, improving a trail and making a picnic table and outhouse more accessible for wheelchairs.” Anne added, “We’d like to help get people to the water. Wheelchair access is important for recreational access and serves a variety of users.”

Rob expressed pride in the 80 kilometres (50 miles) of trail they have on the island today. “We’ve almost completed the Descanso to Drumbeg trail system. You can basically walk the entire length of the island now on trails, or quiet rural roads.” Rob explained that Galtt is still largely known within the Gabriola community primarily as a trails organization, but their new strategic plan focuses more on conservation efforts.

Anne, now the chair of the conservation committee, explained, “We are changing our focus so people think of us more as a traditional conservation land trust. However, we don’t apologize for our trails work.”

Galtt has recently advocated for and contributed money toward the purchase of two properties by the regional district. The most recent was the purchase of a small piece adjacent to the 707 Community Park, which was a remainder parcel from the most recent density transfer process.

“It had high ecological values, and it was a catchment for nearby Coats Marsh, an important wetland, now a regional park.” Rob explained, “We lobbied the RDN to purchase that remainder piece and contributed a significant amount to the purchase.”

Rob added, “We also worked with the RDN and the Mudge Island Land Trust Association, led by a local, Jack Schick, to purchase a piece of land at the northern end of Mudge Island.” This organization’s main objective was to protect this small property overlooking Dodd Narrows, and once they achieved it, they donated the rest of their funds to Galtt and folded.

Both the Mudge Island Land Trust and the Gabriola Land Conservancy turned their funding over to Galtt when their own work and projects were completed.

Anne remarked that Galtt has a policy to work with groups with like-minded objectives, including stewardship groups like the Gabriola Streamkeepers. Galtt signed a memorandum of understanding with them setting out the terms of their partnership. Anne told me that the Nanaimo and Area Land Trust (NALT) mentored them early on, being open to phone calls and meetings in their early days before they had charitable tax status.

She added that the Land Trust Alliance of BC’s Seminar Series has really helped them to come together and share ideas, bumping up their expertise. “The most memorable one was a number of years ago when a whole bunch of us went to a seminar on covenants with the Nature Conservancy of Canada. We came home looking like deer in the headlights—oh this is a serious thing.”

This hard working volunteer board was aware that they might move farther and faster with paid staff. Anne described how they currently operate as an organization.


We have no office, no phone number, and no paid staff. We do our communications through our website and Facebook page, printed materials, and personal contact like the local farmers’ market, and community events. We have reflected on this from time to time, as we realize we would move faster with paid staff, but that comes with other obligations. We just hired someone under contract for the first time as the coordinator of our new Nature Stewards program, which is focused on encouraging private landholders to conserve natural habitat and augment it through other stewardship actions, such as bird boxes. We’ve got some funding through RDN and ITC this year, but we’re using a lot of our own reserve funds.



Their membership fees and donations are a main source of income, raising around $25,000 a year. A new fundraising committee is now set up for land acquisition. Norm said that Galtt will be doing more of this in the years ahead. They agreed that helping people set up bequests in their wills is an area that they haven’t worked on much, but could proactively take on with this new committee.

Galtt has made a colourful map of their trails which they regularly update and sell around the island. Anne told me that the sea stars on the map show some of the most popular public shore accesses. There are over one hundred public shore accesses on Gabriola, about half of which have been developed with trails.

Anne remarked that, “a general principle is to get along with our neighbours. For example, Galtt always informs neighbouring property owners before building a new shore access trail. Some people are more receptive than others. One needs to determine how essential a trail is overall, and sometimes choosing which battles are worth fighting.”

Anne agreed with Tom that one of their biggest challenges is how to protect small lots. Anne described the challenges of working with small lots and with Treaty lands:


On Gabriola we have more small lots than many other islands, making covenants more challenging to establish. We are encouraging landholders to take personal action to conserve natural habitat through our new Nature Stewards program. Something we’ve done is produce this Trails Map, which shows the trails and nature reserves and parks. It has been a great way to get the message out. Sold for five dollars, it has been a great source of funding. Park land is coloured green. The lands coloured in blue are currently managed by the federal or provincial government, and they are all slated for treaty. The Snuneymuxw First Nation has a Douglas Treaty from 1854, and the lands shown in blue on the map are being held for the Snuneymuxw. The trails on those lands have little signage and we do minimal trail work out of respect for the treaty process. The distinctions on the map help show that there isn’t as much parkland on Gabriola as many people think. The relationships with First Nations are going to have major implications on the island and everywhere. We recognize that First Nations have limited capacity, especially with about 1,000 acres of the island in this Treaty land status). This is a significant well forested area (about 10 percent of the island) but outside the OCP. Thus, anything could happen there.



The last past-president of Galtt to speak was a large distinctive-looking man, John Peirce. He explained that his father started two land trusts in Massachusetts. Then, when John moved to Calgary, he helped create Nose Hill Park, which he asserted is the largest municipal park in Canada. I said that I recall that park, having grown up in Calgary myself. Hilarity broke out—another Albertan.

John continued, “in 2000 I was on the board of both GLC and Galtt, which I tried to bring together. By the time I got involved in Galtt, I felt there was a mechanism needed to get more trails. So my principal time on the board has been with that, and helping with succession planning. I came up with the concept of trail licenses. I used the Trans Canada Trail as a model, plus we used the trail license agreement of the Squamish Regional District as well. There is a video on trail licenses on their website. Unlike conservation covenants, they aren’t attached to the property title.”

I learned that three of these past directors have established trail licenses on their own property. John explained that when he sells his property, he wants the trail and its license to be part of the terms of the sale. John added that they currently have nineteen trail licenses which provide important links, such as connecting neighbourhoods together, linking to other trails, and providing alternate access to parkland and beaches. Rob added that they have also built several trails on Ministry of Transportation undeveloped rights-of-way and on undeveloped shore accesses to get people to the water.

John Peirce is currently the president of American Friends of Canadian Conservation (AFoCC or American Friends), an American charity whose goals are to work with American owners of land in Canada. He explained that he worked on the first AFoCC arrangement with an American woman with land on the island, Sally Robinson. “She has been coming to Gabriola for fifty to sixty years. She owns 22 acres overlooking Gabriola Passage. She had lots of discussions with Leigh Anne Milman trying to learn how to protect it. They had talked about using the Natural Area Protection Tax Exemption Program (NAPTEP) through the ITC, but Sally needed an individual approach, not a boiler plate approach.8 She is a bound and determined person, and she wanted her own method. So ITC suggested she talk with American Friends.”

Through AFoCC, John was able to work with Sally to create Robinson Woods, which is the name of her property. She now has a registered conservation covenant on title which restricts future development. John explained:


She gave up the right to build two houses, as well as protecting all the land. The value of the covenant as a tax deduction was hundreds of thousands of dollars. Sally supported the concept of trails, so her negotiating point was “I’m going to get the trails in first, and you must agree to have them maintained.” The trails went in and now Galtt monitors the covenants and maintains the trails. As the first AFoCC covenant in BC, it became a benchmark for the St. John Point property on Mayne Island. I feel that I have brought new ideas, and helped link to American Friends, where I now sit on the board as president.



[image: ]
These Garry oaks tower over the “puzzle rocks” in Gabriola Passage. This weathered sandstone has what geologists call horizontal bedding layers cut by vertical fractures with just a bit of tafoni or honeycomb weathering.
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These rare wetlands in the Elder Cedar (S'ul-hween X'pey) Nature Reserve offer habitat for amphibians and birds, and some relief for people in the heat of summer.

In 2021 there were seven conservation covenants registered on private land in the Gabriola Island Trust Area. Galtt co-holds two and manages a third.

Tom remarked, “A covenant on a small lot is so much work and the cost is prohibitive. The cost of these lots is astounding. Some go for as much as $700,000! The Gabriola ecosystem suffers at this threshold. The key is protecting a bigger piece and taking responsibility for doing it. It’s not all up to governments.”

John Peirce added that the AFoCC also accepts cash donations by American landowners to Canadian land trusts and like organizations. “For example, if people want to give money to Ducks Unlimited Canada, they can give it to American Friends and vice versa. In total we have helped over $16 million US coming north with links through organizations such as the Seattle Foundation. This included Halibut Island (recently protected by TLC The Land Conservancy). A regular donation comes from someone who works for Microsoft that goes to the Comox Valley Land Trust. The recent acquisition of Halibut Island and funds to the Comox Valley Land Trust via Microsoft have all been channeled through the AFoCC.”

With their new Nature Stewardship program, they are expanding their areas of work. “We have broadened the kinds of things we’ve been involved with—trails, trail licenses, covenants. Now we are adding removal of invasive species and restoration as a conservation issue,” Anne explained. “At Drumbeg Provincial Park there has been a huge multi-year community effort to get rid of Scotch broom, and through BC Parks we’ve recently received funding to start restoration work.”

Kerry Marcus described their more recent restoration idea—a native plant depot. “This new idea came to fruition recently. There is so much development, clearing land, etc. We set it up where volunteers come in and salvage native plants if landholders are willing, before they develop their lot. Plants go to the native plant depot, a simple set up with a few pallets. People can take plants for use on their own properties. No money changes hands. It’s fun to let ideas grow. Because one or two people are really keen, these ideas can come to pass.”

I found this group’s work to steward and protect lands on their island so inspiring! They are working in so many different and creative ways near to a bustling metropolis to protect nature. Their camaraderie was obvious, as they were frequently adding to each other’s stories, interrupting, and laughing together often, while deftly managing these very successful semi-urban trails and land trust.

The Galtt group of presidents expressed apprehension about protecting more than their current 12 percent, with the expense of small lots and with many of the larger undeveloped parcels part of the treaty process. Anne reported that there are 490 undeveloped lots on Gabriola. Rob remarked that there needs to be self-responsibility at an individual level, which is why he feels the new Nature Stewards program is so important.

They also noted the common difficulty in attracting young people to their organization’s board because so many are surviving on multiple jobs. However, on Gabriola, they do have a couple under fifty-year-olds on the board now. These retired, volunteer directors have initiated and generously led this organization from 2 percent to 12 percent land protection on Gabriola. They want to mentor others and pass on the torch.

John brought up the need for financial contributions from the public. He mentioned the Canadian government’s Nature Legacy Initiative, a funding program for acquiring lands. Recently extended to 2026, it requires a 1.5:1 financial match in order to apply for the $118 million over four years set aside for the program. With the matching funds requirement, there is substantial need for private donations to access this program, and of course, to help pay for the administrative requirements of maintaining a charitable society.

After my crewmate Doane and I bid farewell to this group of keen elders, Rob, the current president, took us to the Elder Cedar (S'ul-hween X'pey) Nature Reserve. The size and extent of this protected forest was substantial, with the boardwalks ringing the larger cedars. Their massive arms and roots grew out of a healthy wetland, filled with light dappled ferns and skunk cabbage. Only healthy wetlands sustain this large plant, reportedly used by Indigenous people for coughs and headaches. In the 1800s, it was used to form the drug dracontium.9 With its repugnant aromatic response to leaf damage, it is a rare plant to find on these typically drier islands. We passed many other walkers while we were there, and one group asked us for directions, as some of the trails lead off to the unmarked Treaty lands. I could see that the popularity of the nature reserve offered an essential link to this beautiful forest and a shady oasis in summer for Gabriola islanders.

With the pressures of a more suburban island, this land trust works creatively to help protect natural areas for wildlife and for people. These fun and hard working Galtt folks said that taking responsibility for doing this type of work is essential.
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This tombolo is part of Saturnina Island, accessible at lower tides. We rowed out to see the entire island, which was protected by the BC Parks Foundation only days before.


Nearby Saturnina and Link Island—Protected in 2021 and 2022

We only had the later afternoon left before my crewmate Doane had to catch a bus to Parksville and leave me to make the next leg of my journey alone. Luckily, the waters were calm, so we got in the dinghy and headed across a short pass to Saturnina Island, which had just been purchased by the BC Parks Foundation. The Galtt directors had mentioned that the island was on their list of priorities for protected islets around Gabriola. We were excited that the newly formed BC Parks Foundation had purchased it, announcing its protection within days of our trip. The island will be leased to the Islands Trust Conservancy and managed as a Nature Reserve. Galtt plans to be involved in its management and has already begun the task of removing small patches of invasive plants.

As Doane and I drew up to this small island in my dinghy I had identified with my charts, we saw some kayakers enjoying the unique tombolo which reaches out to the Strait of Georgia, with its arching wavelike arm protecting their sun bathing bodies. This unique geological feature is created from the south easters that pummel the straights in winter. We heard an eagle call, then saw it high above in a Douglas-fir tree, safely protected from chain saws. The undeveloped Saturnina Island was in stark contrast with the neighbouring islet, which was full of the sounds of cheerful kids and the sight of beach toys below the large houses typically found now on these isolated islands. We walked the flat, hard sandstone beach that characterizes this area, and looked up to the forested upland area, where keep off signs announced its prior history of private land ownership. But for now, we enjoyed the beach and gentle ocean sounds of waves, gulls, and our own oars as we made our way back to my sailboat for dinner.
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The great blue heron, sighted frequently in each bay, has a long beak which allows it to deftly eat fish, frogs and rodents. Myles Clarke



Mudge and Link Islands

On my return trip a few weeks later, I passed the neighbouring Mudge Island, where Galtt worked with Jack Schick and the Mudge Island group to conserve the land on the north end of the island which borders Dodd Narrows. Next door to Mudge Island is Link Island, which has been lovingly owned by an American family since the 1960s. Shortly before Betty Swift passed away in 2021, she left instructions that the entire island be gifted to the Islands Trust Conservancy so that the island’s natural habitat would be protected forever.

Link Island has the added protection of a conservation covenant held by the Gabriola Land and Trails Trust and the nearby Nanaimo and Area Land Trust. And, indicative of the new connections between land trusts and Indigenous people, the Islands Trust Conservancy is initiating conversations with neighbouring First Nations about its management over time.

The Swift family’s dream is that Link Island will become a location for climate change research. Swift left instructions that her children and grandchildren be allowed to use the island for the duration of their lives. This arrangement is called a “life estate” which allows for permitted uses by the family of the donor.

Here is a woman and her family from Seattle willing to give away the $3.73 million value of this 21.24 hectare (52.5 acre) island. “This gift is about the future,” said Barbara Swift, Betty Swift’s daughter. “It is a gift for us all.”
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Chapter Two Thetis Island Women Leading the Way



“Taking action with others is an antidote to climate and environmental grief.”



Ann Eriksson Thetis Island Nature Conservancy (thinc)


leaving gabriola near slack tide I headed south through Dodd Narrows. I made a brief stopover in Whalebone Passage, between Ruxton and Pylades Islands. I watched excitedly as eight Harlequin ducks and a couple of pigeon guillemots cavorted between the rocks and the splashing waters of the rising tide.

A couple of months earlier, in June, I had participated in a nesting survey on Sea Egg Rocks, west of Lasqueti Island, of glaucous-winged gulls, black oystercatchers, and the pelagic and double-crested cormorants. These local gulls, cormorants, and oystercatchers build their nests on remote and isolated rocks or islets. Pigeon guillemots, residents all year here, nest on the cliffs. The gulls build nests of grasses, forbs, lichens, mosses, and twigs. When we counted them, some barely had anything under their speckled blue eggs. Oystercatchers build thin nests of mussel, limpet, and clam shells. The pelagic and double-crested cormorants build large stick nests. Double-crested cormorants only nest in the Salish Sea, with one known exception.1 The intelligence and tenacity of these sea birds to lay eggs and raise babies in remote locations, safe from human and other predators, didn’t surprise me. Birds are far smarter than we realize.

I relaxed, enjoying the seabirds and their play. But then I remembered that a southeast wind was coming, so I left this protected anchorage and headed off south to my next stop—Thetis Island.

As the southeast winds picked up, I motor-sailed into the rising seas. A few hours later, I set my anchor in Clam Bay, which lies between Thetis Island and the recently renamed Penelakut Island. This popular stopping point is a fairly open, shallow bay. Between the two islands lies a slender pass opening to a channel dredged first in 1905 to allow the fishing fleet through at high tide. A fascinating thesis written by David Lewis Rozen on place names of the Hul'qumi'num note that this tidal area between Clam Bay and Telegraph Harbour was called “shéts'ewelh,” meaning “dragging [canoe] in between,” likely derived from the previous state of tidal flats of mud and sand.2 Locals now call it The Cut. I learned recently that because these two islands were once thought of as one island, Thetis is now also referred to as the “Thetis side of Penelakut Island.”
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Glaucous-winged gulls are the most common gulls found around the Salish Sea, nesting on remote rocks in spring.

By now, it was late afternoon, so after arranging an interview for the morning with Ann Eriksson, one of the founding directors of the Thetis Island Nature Conservancy (thinc), I got in my dinghy and paddled around. As I neared the Penelakut Island shore, I saw numerous great blue herons feeding among the gulls along the edges of the low tide. I was surprised at the number of birds feeding there, but then I saw some eelgrass and guessed why the shoreline attracted such healthy life.

I had met Ann previously when she was the Gulf Islands Regional Coordinator with SeaChange Marine Conservation Society. This organization, founded by Nikki Wright, has been working with islanders mapping eelgrass beds, transplanting eelgrass to nearshore bays, and recently the society arranged to pick up debris from the sea floor around some of the islands. Eelgrass is a tall ribbon-like sea plant that traps sediment, stabilizes the substrate, sequesters carbon, and reduces the force of wave energy, reducing coastal erosion. This nondescript tall grass-like plant forms the base of a highly productive marine food web, providing a nursery for young salmon and a home to hundreds of marine creatures. As climate change raises sea levels, increased winds and wave action will continue to erode shorelines. Unfortunately, many people who live on the waterfront add large rocks and other forms of bulkheads thinking they are protecting their homes. This has proven to make the problem worse, increasing erosion as waves dig into and undermine the shoreline below. SeaChange and their partners offer shoreline restoration workshops which provide alternative ideas to help buffer the increased sea levels and wave action that waterfront owners face.3

In the morning, I got in my dinghy and headed through The Cut to meet Ann and two other women who had taken the protection of nature on Thetis Island into their own hands.

Ann Eriksson is a biologist and writer of adult fiction and ecological literacy non-fiction books for younger readers. She and her husband, Gary Geddes, a renowned poet, teacher, and editor, welcomed me to their waterfront home in The Cut. Like Ann, Gary puts his passion on the line, telling me he was recently arrested at the old growth logging protest in Fairy Creek on Vancouver Island.

Ann, who was raised in the prairies, first discovered the Gulf Islands in 1974 while on her way to an exchange program in New Zealand with a friend. While waiting in Vancouver for their flight to Auckland, the two girls took an excursion to Victoria aboard a BC Ferry. While transiting Active Pass, Ann looked over to Galiano Island and announced that she wanted to live there. Eight years later, she did just that. She lived on Galiano for ten years before moving to Victoria where she raised two children and earned a degree in biology with a minor in environmental studies. She started writing in 2000, combining her interests in ecology and social issues. I had recently loved reading her 2010 novel, Falling from Grace, about a woman who pursued entomological research in the canopy of Canada’s West Coast ancient forests. There she meets the protesters who come to bring attention to the old growth logging going on all around her.

Ann and her husband Gary moved full time to Thetis Island in 2010. Knowing small communities are volunteer run, she joined a community garden group, out of which grew the Thetis Island Nature Conservancy. At the time, Thetis was the only Southern Gulf Island with ferry service that didn’t have an active conservancy. Ann related how the Thetis Island Nature Conservancy got started:
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The beautiful fairyslipper orchid, Calypso bulbosa, the namesake of the Fairyslipper Forest Nature Reserve on Thetis Island. Marcie Welsh
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The Nature House includes a touch tank aquarium and other displays, such as these of feathers and native species plants.
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The founding thinc directors the author met: Ann Eriksson, Maureen Loiselle, and Laurel March.
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thinc directors at Moore Hill Nature Reserve in 2020. GARY GEDDES
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Bald eaglet, calling for food—a wake-up call. Myles Clarke
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		This tombolo is part of Saturnina Island, accessible at lower tides. We rowed out to see the entire island, which was protected by the BC Parks Foundation only days before.
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		Glaucous-winged gulls are the most common gulls found around the Salish Sea, nesting on remote rocks in spring.



		The beautiful fairyslipper orchid, Calypso bulbosa, the namesake of the Fairyslipper Forest Nature Reserve on Thetis Island.



		The Nature House includes a touch tank aquarium and other displays, such as these of feathers and native species plants.



		The founding thinc directors the author met: Ann Eriksson, Maureen Loiselle, and Laurel March.



		thinc directors at Moore Hill Nature Reserve in 2020. GARY GEDDES



		Bald eaglet, calling for food—a wake-up call.



		Mount Maxwell from my boat in Burgoyne Bay.



		The Founding Directors of the Salt Spring Island Conservancy, known as the Founding Mothers, from left: Fiona Flook, Alisa Pearse, Nancy Braithwaite, Heather Martin, Maureen Milburn, Ann Richardson, and Mallory Pred. SALT SPRING ISLAND CONSERVANCY



		View from the top of Mount Maxwell (Hwmat'etsum) looking into Sansum Narrows, showing the forested slopes of Mount Bruce, at risk of logging in 1999.



		Garry oaks in Burgoyne Bay Park. These Garry oaks are part of the large Garry oak woodland which flanks the west side of Mount Maxwell (Hwmat'etsum).



		This large arbutus is among the largest in the province, situated in front of one of several huge conglomerate and sandstone rocks that tumbled down Mt. Maxwell



		The phenomenal Elizabeth White in 2001, who led the local fundraising campaign to conserve the lands.



		Salt Spring Women Preserve and Protect—intrepid nude women in front of logging truck, from the calendar.



		Bill Turner, with TLC The Land Conservancy of BC at the time, helped initiate the campaign and the negotiations to acquire the land.



		Group on the top of Mount Erskine in celebration of its protection. From left: hiker, Margaret Spencer, Ashley Hilliard, Wendy Hilliard, three hikers, Peter Lamb, and Jean Gelwicks.



		SSI Passive solar house with rainwater catchment and active solar on carport.



		Simon Henson



		The Salt Spring Island Conservancy was able to build an office thanks to a generous donor.



		The Makaroffs donated three of five beautiful lots that go down to the water on Salt Spring Island.



		James Bay is the outer bay of Prevost Island, part of the Gulf Island National Park Reserve.



		Purple martins migrate from the Salish Sea to Brazil.



		Shelley Easthope was one of the initiators of the campaign to protect Medicine Beach.



		Medicine Beach with Brackish Marsh behind on North Pender Island.



		Medicine Beach Marsh.



		The Fundraising Crew turned out for the fancy dinner theatre event to raise the funds for Medicine Beach. From left: Dr. Don Williams, Therese Williams, Doreen Ball, Shelley Easthope, Adrian Schamburger, Angela Southward, Thierry Keruzore (our chef), Lawrence Pitt.



		View of Gowlland Point from Brooks Point. Both Points were protected and became a Capital Regional park.



		The chocolate lilies (Fritillaria affinis) that bloom en masse on Gowlland Point in May are one of the most dense concentrations anywhere in the Southern Gulf Islands. Smaller scatterings of chocolate lilies also bloom on Brooks Point.



		Sylvia Pincott and Keith Pincott at Brooks Point. The cabin behind has been removed and the area restored.



		Pender Island Conservancy’s store and office at Hope Bay.



		The 5.2 hectare (13 acre) Flycatcher Forest was acquired in 2022 by the Raincoast Conservation Foundation and the Pender Island Conservancy Association.



		Recently acquired by Raincoast Conservation Foundation and the Pender Island Conservancy, KELÁ_EKE Kingfisher Forest on the shoreline includes a wetland and pond.



		Boiling Reef off of Tekteksen (East Point) with numerous sea lions.



		Kelp and kelp forests are habitat for many species, including small forage fish shown here. Kelp has been lost around many of the islands and is being closely monitored on Saturna, where it is still abundant in some locations.



		From Saturna Island the Washington coast and its iconic Mount Baker are clearly seen behind the CCGS Sir Wilfrid Laurier Canadian Coast Guard ship. MARTIN WALE



		Boat Passage between Saturna Island’s Winter Cove and Samuel Island is only navigable by small boats at high tide. Winter Cove is now part of the Gulf Island National Park Reserve.



		The Gulf Islands National Park Reserve on Saturna Island with feral goats on the hillside.



		Mount Fisher Bluff was acquired in 2022 by the Nature Trust of



		These huge Douglas-fir trees in the Gulf Islands National Park Reserve on Saturna Island provide shade, habitat, and store immense amounts of carbon.



		Whale research advanced from seeing killer whales to recognizing an intelligent marine mammal from the capture of Moby Doll on Saturna Island in 1965.



		Sea urchins have increased since the demise of their primary predator the sea otter and the more recent demise of another primary predator, the sunflower star. Sea urchins are now impacting the holdfasts of kelp, leaving sea urchin barrens in some areas.



		The Gulf Island National Park Reserve looking to Boundary Pass.



		Orcas "spyhopping" off of Saturna Island.



		Seals hanging around the kelp beds.



		Michael Dunn and Helen O’Brien are two of the key founders of the Mayne Island Conservancy.



		View from Mount Parke, an area that MIC worked for years to protect and is now a CRD park.



		The MIC has a native plant nursery at Michael and Jessica's house.



		A wonderfully healthy kelp bed exists along St. John Point. SHARI WHITE



		St. John Point on Mayne with arbutus and Seaside Juniper looking to Saturna island.



		Helen O'Brien walking the trail along the now protected CRD Park at St. John Point.



		Edith Point with shorepine and sandstone coast looking east to Washington.



		The protection of the peninsula at Edith Point, Mayne Island, took over fifteen years.



		Healthy salal, a native shrub with summer berries, is essential for many songbirds seen here at Edith Point Mayne Island.



		Mount Parke on Mayne Island looking over to the Penders.



		One of the earliest locally driven and privately held conservation lands on the islands, the Bluffs along Active Pass today is a stunning 138.65 hectares (342 acres).



		This historical aerial photo shows the clear-cuts on Galiano Island that led to the founding of the Galiano Conservancy Association. CLEARCUT ALTERNATIVES, KEN MILLARD



		Etching of two cabins at Coon Bay where two sets of squatters lived—the workers’ families from Chemainus and the hippies.



		Clear-Cut Alternatives booth, 1988. From left, Gary Moore, Dawn Christian, and Ken Millard.



		Dionisio Provincial Park and sea lions, which were traditionally harvested by the Penelukut people in this location.



		Turkey vultures, bald eagles, and falcons all enjoy flying around Bodega Ridge's 328-metre high ridge.



		A cartoon demonstrating how some people felt in 1995.



		Mt. Sutil's Garry oak hillside.



		Ken Millard in 2004, climbing a plantation Douglas-fir tree to top it by hand, letting light into the forest understory below to promote vegetation growth and diversity.



		Kids exploring sea life at Montague Harbour.



		Many of the people who helped bring the Millard Learning Centre to fruition with their new sign.



		My guide on Galiano, Loren Wilkinson, in the kitchen of the Millard Learning Centre.



		The classroom provides space for workshops, meetings, and even for drying some of the herbs from the native plant nursery.



		The extensive conservation corridor of the Mid-Island Protected Area Network on Galiano Island.



		The Galiano Conservancy Association worked with the Nature Trust of BC to raise the funds to acquire the newest property within the Mid-Island Protected Network.



		The Trincomali Nature Reserve is protected by the Islands Trust Conservancy and forms part of the Mid-Island Protected Area Network. It is an important cormorant nesting site.



		Cormorants and babies in a sandstone cave.



		Herring spawn off Denman and Hornby Islands.



		Hornby, and surrounding areas from Comox to Nanaimo, is the last of five former commercial herring spawn fisheries in the Salish Sea, occurring in the early spring. Herring once made up a primary food source for Indigenous people. Today the Department of Fisheries and Oceans (DFO) states herring supplies 68 percent of Chinook salmon diet, 61 percent Coho, and 71 percent of ling cod diet—which in turn is the main food of the endangered resident orcas.



		Tribune Bay in summer, filled with residents and tourists alike.



		Garry oaks and their associated meadow ecological community on Hornby Island, an ecosystem with over one hundred species at risk in BC.



		Anna Zielinski, Sheila McDonnell, and Tony Quin in 2022, directors of CHI who worked tirelessly to protect Mount Geoffrey Escarpment Park.



		Mount Geoffrey from the ferry between Denman and Hornby islands.



		Sandstone and conglomerate rocks line the shoreline in Lambert Channel between Ford Cove and Shingle Beach.



		Herring fishing during the opening in Lambert Channel between Hornby and Denman islands with sea lions and humans both vying for the catch.



		Cormorants are one of many seabirds that depend on the herring for their survival in spring. SIMON AGER



		Past and current DCA directors that I interviewed on a warm summer day in 2021. From left: Des Kennedy, Jenny Balke, John Millen, and Anne de Cosson.



		The Inner Island Nature Reserve on Denman Island, DCA’s first conservation campaign, transferred to the Islands Trust Conservancy as their first nature reserve.



		Railway Grade Marsh is an ecologically sensitive area that DCA went to court to protect.



		The Winter Wren Wood—a small yet crucial success.



		These sentinels mark the entrance to the Green Cemetery lands within Central Park.



		Creative Stewardship plaque sign outside the local community hall. It acknowledges the many landowners who have committed to stewardship actions on their own land.



		Taylor's checkerspot butterflies were found on Denman island and were previously considered extirpated. Here it is on a Canada Endangered Species Stamp 2008.



		Komas Bluffs, an ecologically sensitive site that was developed into ten parcels. DCA has covenants on three kilometres of the crest and face.



		We anchored off Denman Island’s Henry Bay before heading to Quadra. This view is looking over to the mainland.



		Approaching Mitlenatch Island, a BC Provincial Park that attracts glaucous-winged gulls and pelagic cormorants who nest here in spring.



		QICSS past and present directors I met with. From left, Ken Roxburgh, Michael Mascall, and Janice McLean.



		Bridge repair at Morte Lake with Gaspard Laniece, Ken Roxburgh, and Amy Vandal.



		Breton Island on Quadra’s east side has recently been protected by the Nature Trust of BC (NTBC). The owners donated it to the NTBC in 2021.



		Rebecca Spit Park next to a large campground owned and managed by the We Wai Kai Nation.



		Shoreline at Octopus Island Marine Park.



		Sunset from Rebecca Spit, the night before heading to Cortes Island.



		Tom Trebett welcomes us to Gorge Harbour. Seen here in his dory, Soaring Gull, with his ketch, Good Tidings, behind. The hull was built on Galiano by the Fosters and Tom completed this colourful sailboat himself.



		An area of protected places along Cortes Island's coastal bluffs, creating a natural legacy for the future.



		The wetland at this covenanted property has attracted a rare newt.



		We hiked into the Whaletown Commons land that islanders spent twenty years trying to protect. It was eventually acquired by the Strathcona Regional District’s Park Acquisition Fund in2014.



		A conservation covenant protects much of Mary and George’s ecologically rich land.



		This Mothertree is on a private property in an area that Sabina Leader Mense hopes to protect with a conservation covenant.



		The children of Cortes are lucky to have leaders within the Forest Trust for the Children of Cortes Island Society (FTCCIS).



		We headed into Gorge Harbour on another calm summer day. The harbour is known as Sa'y'ilh, meaning “two waters in one” because the salt water mixes here with fresh water from the numerous streams and springs.



		A rare sand dune system makes Savary Island ecologically unique among the islands of the Salish Sea.



		Savary Island was subdivided into 1,700 lots in 1910. In 2022 there were 1,000 developed lots, with 22 that SILT has acquired and protected.



		Forested sand dunes, salal, and Douglas-fir trees in “sacred valley.”



		The “Spirit Tree” on Savary Island.



		SILT was celebrating its twenty-fifth anniversary at the beach when I visited.



		Kids were exploring the shoreline’s fascinating creatures, such as this moon snail.



		Arbutus at Sunset Trail near Thah teq (Indian Point), on Savary Island.



		Standing in front of a huge Douglas-fir on Bowen Island in the Coastal Western Hemlock zone, one of the wettest zones in Canada.



		Bridal Veil Falls at Crippen Regional Park.



		Beaver Wetland on Killarney Creek, Crippen Regional Park. WILL HUSBY



		Sue Ellen Fast with her map of Bowen’s protected areas, heading to the Fairy Fen Nature Reserve.



		Adult great blue heron on nest in arbutus tree. TRUDY CHATWIN



		American dipper at Terminal Creek Lagoon.



		Diane Reid over Dorman bioherm, off Bowen Island—one of twelve glass sponge reefs located by 2022 in Howe Sound.



		The Wild Coast Nature Refuge at Cape Roger Curtis, the first nature reserve protected by the Bowen Island Conservancy.



		The Wild coast Nature Reserve looking north. Trail markers help protect sensitive areas.



		The Fairy Fen Nature Reserve, a bog ecological community with rare lavender tea plants.



		The Coastal Bluff Ecosystem at Cape Roger Curtis. A twenty-year struggle to protect some of the Cape finally resulted in success!



		View of the three large mountains on Gambier Island within Atl'ka7tsem/Howe Sound.



		Maria Van Dyk with the Brigade Bay Nature Reserve sign at Brigade Bay Marina. PETER SCHOLEFIELD



		Gambier Island hiking trail.



		The view east from the peak of Mount Artaban, an Islands Trust Conservancy’s Nature Reserve, Gambier Island.



		Whispering Creek where the very rare coastal tailed frog was found that has helped stop the logging of its habitat.



		Glen Dennison diving the Halkett Glass Sponge Reef.



		Peter Scholefield by the Welcome Figure at Camp Fircom.



		California sea lions on community float in Halkett Bay.



		The Marine Life Sanctuaries Society spearheaded the addition of this 136 hectare area off Halkett Bay, which includes a No Fishing area to protect the rare Glass Sponge Reef.



		The Northern Coast Salish people’s name for Lasqueti Island is Xwe'etay—meaning yew tree.



		This large seaside juniper is flanked by Alfred Gaensbauer and Gordon Scott.



		Squitty Bay on the very south end of Lasqueti has been a popular community meeting place for generations.



		Home bay on Jedediah. The campaign to protect Jedediah was supported by people from Dallas to Dusseldorf, including especially the estate of Dan Culver, and BC Parks.



		Ian Atherton reviewing the appraisal for Jedediah with the Palmer’s horse Will overseeing. Where Ian gets his direction from—“the horse’s mouth.”



		Feral sheep on Lasqueti Island are a challenge for biodiversity as they eat understory plants and new seedling trees.



		A view of Mount Trematon from the John Osland Reserve.



		John Osland Nature Reserve before flooding. John Osland Nature Reserve is a large property donated through John Osland’s will.



		The old growth trees on Salish View Nature Reserve with Gordon Scott. LAURA MATHIAS



		Young Point is one of the largest protected areas In the area 101 hectares (250 acres) acquired recently by BC Parks Foundation.



		Dana Lepofsky (left) invited people from the K'omoks, Wei Wai Kum, Halalt, Tla'amin, and Qualicum First Nations to join people living on Lasqueti Island to a community gathering at a very low tide to celebrate the large fish trap and clam gardens evident between Higgins and Wolf islands just off of False Bay, Lasqueti Island.



		People at the top of Salish View during the conservation campaign.



		Resting Wood ducks at Killarney Creek, Bowen Island. WILL HUSBY



		Resident and transient orcas, a species at risk, visit the Salish Sea.



		Assorted rockfish over sponge reef.



		Female whimbrel, one of many migratory birds that breed on the Arctic tundra and winter on coastlines as far south as Tierra del Fuego. This female was seen resting and feeding on Pender Island's Brooks Point.



		A clam garden on Jedediah Island revealed at low tide.



		Briony Penn in Burgoyne Bay with Garry oaks all around. Briony rode topless in Vancouver to save this Garry Oak woodland on Salt Spring Island.



		Welcome figures at Burgoyne Bay (Xwaaqw'um) once a Quw'utsun (Cowichan) village partially in the provincial park.
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