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The Gulf of Maine becomes the Bay of Fundy and is channelled through the Minas Passage into the Minas Basin, which narrows into the Avon River and becomes the St. Croix – one of three rivers that define the Avon Peninsula and are fed by a dozen or so streams flowing down from the commons in the centre of the peninsula. The Minas Passage, which is pushed into a funnel shape by the protrusion of Cape Split pressing in towards Parrsboro on the opposite shore, is the test bed where the governments of Nova Scotia and New Brunswick are considering laying turbines (like windmills under water) to harness the almighty tides, which are so great that when you stand on the hills of the Avon Peninsula and look down onto the muddy bed of the St. Croix at the right time of day, or night, the incoming tide pushes against the emptying river to form a crest at the head of the torrent. 
   

It may seem that the river systems in this part of Hants County have nothing to do with the possibility of tidal power in the Minas Passage. But governments need to take a wider perspective of watersheds so they can properly integrate land and water (and mining) policies. Dr. Karen Beazley, director of the School for Resource and Environmental Studies at Dalhousie University, said as much when she made a presentation on science and policy in Avondale on August 11. Standing on the dirt floor of what was once a shipyard, she addressed the 30 or so people gathered for a conference at the invitation of the Nova Scotia Environmental Network. In a series of slides, she showed how the ecosystem of the Avon Peninsula was integrated into the broader ecosystem, not just of the Gulf of Maine, but of the broader region that reaches from the northern Appalachians into Nova Scotia. One of her slides was titled “The Connectivity for Moose”. It was a map showing how much contiguous land needs to be conserved as critical habitat for moose. She explained that the configuration of the land parcels – which had to be linked – was as critical as the square kilometres under conservation. The idea conveyed by her lecture was that many policy objectives (in this case prolonging the existence of the American moose) can not be served by looking at discrete ecosystems or communities. Rather, critical values (the non-negotiables) need to be indentified in an integrated approach to policy. Specifically, Beazley was calling for an integrated land and water use policy.
   

Her research suggests that to maintain the biodiversity of the province, some 60 per cent of land – capturing critical areas – needs to be managed for conservation (this would be five times the area the province is striving to protect under current legislation). In the case of the Avon Peninsula, Beazley said natural land cover had to be conserved to protect the volume and quality of water flowing down from the heights to feed the fertile hills and rivers that ring this agricultural peninsula. Also, that for this particular ecosystem to be protected, the peninsula should be linked to the mainland by a sufficient corridor of undisturbed land or natural cover. 
   

The lecture was delivered to an audience concerned about the environmental effects of allowing an 80-year-old gypsum mine, on the neck of the peninsula, to be enlarged. Fundy Gypsum wants to start a second strip mine in the heart of the peninsula, spanning 1,000 acres of forested commons, in the centre of which stands a cathedral of hemlock, more than a century old. Under this unique gypsum forest (some of which could be set aside as a conservation area by the mining company) is the gypsum karst that Fundy Gypsum wants to extract and export. The mine on the Avon Peninsula only returns 16 cents per tonne to the province, but the 160 jobs are significant in a rural county. 
   

There are a plethora of inland mines and quarries being explored or reviewed in the province, including the plan for a basalt quarry on Digby Neck. Whichever way that decision goes, there should be a review of the way environmental battles over mining are managed in the province. Under the current rules, it is a waste of energy for communities and companies to lock heads each time a new application is made, because the deals are half done. It would be better to build the economies of rural communities in some other way and leave the wealth in the ground or trash out compromises on both sides under an integrated land and water use plan, or a new mining act. Under an integrated policy regime – one that looked upon the province as a series of concentric watersheds and not as a jigsaw puzzle of political jurisdictions – the headwaters of the Avon Peninsula would be the starting point for evaluating the merits and effects of a gypsum mine. 
   

Beazley did not address the merits of the gypsum mine. But she did endorse the need for a better form of public participation and proposed the idea that conflict was not something to be avoided, but embraced as a process through which new knowledge can be formed by melding and refining opposing perspectives.
 

Raymond Parker, who lives on the peninsula and opposes the expansion of the gypsum mine, agreed there were better ways for the government to mediate industrial projects, whether on Digby Neck or on the Avon Peninsula. He pointed to the recommendations by Meinhard Doelle, of the Marine and Environmental Law Institute at Dalhousie University, who has pressed for reforms to the provincial environmental assessment process. Doelle would prefer proponents of a project to negotiate with the public before a project, such as a mine, becomes a fait accompli, supported by government and presented to the public for a rubber stamp. The purpose of such reforms, he argues, would be to shift the focus away from meeting the terms of a legislated process. Instead, the objective of the review process should be to seek “outcomes” that meet the demands of sustainable development, which may mean considering alternative ventures able to create comparable results with less harm. 

 

The new Environmental Goals and Sustainable Prosperity Act proclaimed on June 7 suggests that the provincial government is looking for ways to better integrate the science of climate change with economics. In short order, the mining and forestry acts will have to be reviewed and integrated to support the mood of the new act.
   

But perhaps the environment minister, Mark Parent, has already set a sophisticated example by paddling up the Shelburne River in a canoe – an experience he described as “spiritual”. Next summer, the whole cabinet should abandon the barbeque circuit and climb into a canoe or hike to a hemlock ravine. The hope is not that they would be transfixed by nature, but learn from it.
 

Good policy needs to be grounded in good science, and science begins by observing the laws of nature. The same government that recognizes the force of nature in the Fundy tides must also recognize the laws of nature on the Avon Peninsula.
