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L’Arche Canada offers this
“thought sheet” as a contribution
to the public conversation about
values and the shaping of the
social ethos in which we live. 
Our perspective comes from two
broad sources: (1) from thirty-
five years of living together in
community as a diverse group 
of people, differently abled and
from various cultural, ethnic 
and religious backgrounds; and
(2) from contemporary thinkers
who are open, fresh and respon-
sive to the human spirit and are
reflecting deeply on the individual
and society today. 

The vision and confidence to 
create a healthy Canadian society
lies in the nexus where humanistic
thinking and spirituality cross-
fertilize. Indeed, today the best
spiritual thinking engages con-
temporary culture with a view to
the good of human society and
the best humanistic thinking 
integrates spiritual values. 
We believe it is possible to live
consciously in the gap between 
an ideal society and everyday
reality and to make choices that
contribute to the closing of that
gap. It is a hopeful view, based 
on human and spiritual values
embodied in daily life.

A  THOUGHT  SH E E T  FOR  CANAD IANS

“Without Elizabeth May, there would be no environmental

movement in Canada.” This was the comment of Canadian 

environmentalist and professor of theology Heather Eaton,

when she heard this issue of A Human Future would feature

an interview with Elizabeth. Elizabeth May is a woman of 

great intelligence, energy and conviction and an inspiration 

to many. Canadians across the country benefit from the results

of her hard work and dedication. Beth Porter, ed.

A Human Future is a free e-quarterly. We invite you to read

back issues and to subscribe at: www.larchecanfoundation.org.

Beth Porter: What issue should most concern us today?

Elizabeth May: Climate change. The worst scenario

would be that we actually destroy the earth’s atmosphere.

I care about lots of things – pesticides that cause cancer,

endangered species – but the fossil fuel concern outpaces

all else. The challenge of the next two decades is to 

eliminate our addiction to fossil fuels by shifting to other

energy forms and by more

energy conservation. 

What do you say to people 

who believe it’s too late? 

Throwing up our hands and

saying it’s too late assumes

much more than we actually

know. There’s something

extraordinarily powerful about

the life force on planet earth;

it’s what makes dandelions get

Elizabeth May, lawyer,

writer and interna-

tionally recognized

environmentalist, is

Executive Director of

the Sierra Club of

Canada. In the 1970s

she became known in

the Canadian media

for her successful vol-

unteer work against

insecticide spraying

near her Cape Breton

home. Before going 

to the Sierra Club 

in 1989, she was a

Senior Policy Advisor

to the Federal

Minister of the

Environment and was

instrumental in estab-

lishing several parks.

In 2001, she fasted 

17 days on Parliament

Hill to draw attention

to the plight of people

whose homes were on

contaminated land in

Sydney, Nova Scotia.

Caring for Planet Earth
An Interview with Elizabeth May 

“There’s something
extraordinarily
powerful about the
life force on planet
earth; it’s what
makes dandelions
get through a 
concrete sidewalk.”

L’Arche Canada



through a concrete sidewalk. I have a strong

sense that what’s possible far exceeds what we perceive is possi-

ble. I’m increasingly buoyed by a sense of the miraculous. Just

as our own bodies have an ability for spontaneous healing and

no doctor can explain it, I’ve seen over and over this life force 

at work – for instance, where a river or lake has gone through

ecological restoration and we hope for fish to return in ten

years but they return the next year. 

Sometimes the environmental movement gets bad press.

People not in the environmental movement can be disparaging

of it, even speaking as though we were a new religion. These

are usually people who want to elevate consumerism and 

material wealth – the religion of money – as though it were the

secret of happiness. Advertising contributes to people always

struggling to buy some new thing. Compared to the human

potential to live a full creative life, it’s not much of a vision. 

Persuading people they should not destroy the life support

system of our planet should not be a hard sell but it runs up

against the notion of sacrifice and people shut down. We need

to tell the story in terms of value. Living in a sustainable way

makes for a much more personally rewarding life. 

How does Canada stack up?

Canadians have exhibited leadership in international negotia-

tions for issues such as Kyoto while at the same time we have

been rapidly expanding poor carbon extraction, as in the

Athabaska tar sands. There’s a cognitive dissonance. 

What can individuals do?

We have to work together to make the large polluters do their

share, but individuals can make a huge difference. Most impor-

tant is to figure out how to reduce one’s own carbon emissions.

Ideally, don’t have a car. Otherwise, use it less, and consider

the new energy-efficient hybrid cars if you’re able.

Government programs offer tax back for retrofitting homes to

be more energy efficient. The National Resources Canada

website gives information on this and on energy-saving appli-
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David Suzuki 

Within days of Hurricane Katrina’s
strike, several Canadian newspapers
published the same opinion article by
the same author on how it has become
“fashionable” for governments, envi-
ronmental groups and those in the
media to blame extreme weather like
Katrina on climate change. The author
goes to great pains to insist there is no
connection between the two …. Fact is,
we didn’t see [media or environmental
groups saying this] because you can’t
attribute any individual weather event
to climate change. It just doesn’t work
that way.

Katrina, it seems, was just a conven-
ient excuse to get the same tired,
“Global warming isn’t happening, and
if it is it has nothing to do with any-
thing people are doing,” message out to
the masses. The charitable among us
might call it opportunistic …. 

The world’s most prestigious scientific
bodies … recently signed a declaration
warning about the “clear and increas-
ing” threat of climate change and urg-
ing our leaders to act…. To demand
absolute proof in science before acting
on a threat is to ask the impossible.

From “Science Matters,” September 9, 2005

www.Davidsuzuki.org, (David Suzuki Foundation)



ances. Refrigerators are the biggest energy

guzzlers after a car and heating and cooling a home. I encour-

age composting and buying locally grown foods rather than

foods transported great distances in fossil-fuel burning trucks. 

It’s most effective to get involved in local issues that impact

you. Becoming politically active doesn’t mean being belliger-

ent. It just means gathering with others to make known the

kind of world you want to live in. People in worshipping com-

munities are the ones who most often organize to protect their

environment, because they already have a sense of community. 

How did you get started in this work?

My mom was in the movement against nuclear weapons testing

because she had a new baby, me, and the fall-out was associated

with childhood leukemia. I organized my school’s first Earth

Day. I planned to go to Yale and become an environmental

lawyer, but after we moved from Connecticut to Cape Breton 

I left university to help support my family when our gift shop

failed. I worked in a seafood restaurant and volunteered helping

organize a grassroots movement against insecticide spraying for

the spruce budworm. I never finished my undergraduate

degree, but in 1980 I started law school at Dalhousie.

What’s been your most difficult experience?

In June 1982, the Nova Scotia government approved spraying

Agent Orange (2,4-D and 2,4,5-T). It was used to kill the

hardwoods that compete with the fir and spruce wanted for

pulpwood. Our grassroots group filed a lawsuit. I worked for

the lawyer we hired, raised money, and coordinated the media,

all while trying to finish law school. After a 30-day trial the

judge ruled against us. He ruled Agent Orange had never

caused any health problems, not even in Vietnam. It was devas-

tating. Before the trial our group was ordered to pay costs and

damages to Scott Paper. The company was threatening to send

out the sheriff and the homes and farms of 18 people were on

the line. My mom generously sold the 80 acres overlooking the

Bras d’Or lakes that they had for their retirement. That was
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Lynn Liscio 

Some L’Arche Toronto households, like
many other families, take advantage of
FoodShare’s Field to Table “Good Food
Box,” a weekly box of nutritious, usually
locally grown, in-season produce. 

Some foods travel half way around the
earth to get on your plate, resulting in
1,000 times more greenhouse gas emis-
sions than transporting locally grown
food! Often, those same foods are avail-
able nearby. In Toronto, buying Ontario
pears instead of pears trucked from
Washington state reduces by over 100
times the carbon dioxide emissions.

And often we can have even fresher
food by buying locally. Many places in
Canada actually export the same crops
that they import, even during the same
times of the year. Ontario exports aspara-
gus to the U.S. at the same time that we
are importing asparagus from there.

FoodShare’s Good Food Box supports
the local economy and family farmers,
provides better tasting, fresher food, and
reduces air pollution and climate change
all at one time. 

Extracted from “Local Produce: even better than you

thought,” by Lynn Liscio with Ravenna Barker, in the

Good Food News, Spring, 2005. On FoodShare and how

to start such a program: www.foodshare.net. Google

Foodshare, Field to Table, and Food Security for similar

programs in some other locales.



the biggest heartbreak. Agent Orange was never used in Nova

Scotia. The available supply in Canada was used in New

Brunswick before the 1983 spray season, and it was no longer

possible to import it because it was banned in the U.S.

What work are you most proud of?

My work towards establishing Gwaii Haanas (South Moresby

National Park Reserve) in the Queen Charlotte Islands. It was

an extraordinary miracle in the face of a very reluctant provin-

cial government and the federal government of Brian

Mulroney who didn’t want to create a large park. I felt good

about the Montreal Protocol to protect the ozone layer and

the work we did on acid rain when I was with the federal gov-

ernment. And I’m pleased with our on-going work on climate

change. Canada’s ratification of Kyoto is very significant. 

What keeps you going when discouraged?

My family, especially my daughter, who is 14. Also, I have 

profound faith. I like the idea that God is power working

through us to do infinitely more than we can ask or imagine.

A Human Future is edited by Beth Porter. Our thanks to Sarah

Habib who co-edited this issue. 
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“To the extent that subsidies provided to the energy
sector are for oil and gas developments, they are
contributing to increased environmental impacts
and hindering development of environmentally
friendly alternative energy options.”
Read “Spending on Canada’s Oil and Gas Industry:
Undermining Canada’s Kyoto Commitment.” www.pembina.org/

• Books by Elizabeth May: Budworm Battles (1982), Paradise Won:
The Struggle to Save South Moresby (1990), At the Cutting Edge:
The Crisis in Canada’s Forests (1998) and with Maude Barlow,
Frederick Street: Life and Death on Canada’s Love Canal (2000).
“How to be an Activist”: www.sierraclub.ca/activist-publication
“Trade and the Environment” aurora.icaap.org/2004Interviews/

• Sierra Club of Canada: www.sierraclub.ca/

• Natural Resources Canada Programs and Initiatives for Energy
Efficiency: oee.nrcan.gc.ca/corporate/programs
Take the “One-tonne challenge” www.climatechange.gc.ca

• Environment Canada on climate change 
www.ec.gc.ca/climate/home-e.html

• Fact Sheet on Renewable energy www.kairoscanada.org

• A Rocha (evangelical Christian site) www.arocha.org

• Many sustainable energy projects:
www.climatechangecentral.com/resources/

• On advantages of not owning a car: www.planetfriendly.net/
Linda McQuaig re: cost of gas/cars and need for hybrids, politics
www.straightgoods.ca/ViewFeature5.cfm?REF=389

• Linda McQuaig, It’s the Crude, Dude: War, Big Oil, and the Fight
for the Planet, Doubleday, 2004.

• Heather Eaton, Introducing Ecofeminist Theologies, T & T Clark
International, 2005. 

• “Melting Point: How Global Warming will melt our glaciers, empty
the Great Lakes, and force Canada to divert rivers, build dams,
and yes, sell water to the United States,” by Chris Wood, The
Walrus magazine, October, 2005.

• “Green” church being built with eco-theology principles and LEED
certification (Leadership in Energy and Environment Design):
www.newswire.ca/en/releases/archive/May2005/
The Canada Green Building Council offers a rating system for
building designs: www.cagbc.org/

• Alan A. Rugman on the political logic of energy security for the
U.S. and its relation to the Athabaska tar sands: 
www.g8.utoronto.ca/conferences

To receive this quarterly e-publication at no cost, please contact us. 
(We do not share our subscribers’ list or information.)

L’Arche Canada, 10265 Yonge Street, 
Richmond Hill, ON L4C 4Y7, Tel: 905-770-7696, Fax: 905-884-4819
Email: office@larchecanfoundation.org
Web-site: www.larchecanfoundation.org

L’Arche Canada relies on the generosity of many individuals for

initiatives such as this publication. 

Charitable number: 88990 9719 RR0001

The L’Arche movement was founded by Jean

Vanier, in France in 1964. Today there are 130

communities of L’Arche on five continents, 27 in

Canada. In L’Arche, people with developmental

disabilities and those who come to assist them share life together.

PLEASE FORWARD THIS “THOUGHT SHEET” TO OTHERS WHO MAY FIND IT OF INTEREST.
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