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How I came to the end of my rope and engaged in bold climate action 

As a physician, I will start with a prescription: Action is the Antidote to Despair. Use it liberally! 

 

I am humbled by the thousands of people around the globe who are standing up to show their love of 
the planet and to protect her from the blind human greed that is fueling the climate emergency. I’m a 
proud member of the Brunette River 6, Jannette MacIntosh, Catherine Hembling, Ruth Walmsley, Bill 
Winder and Zain Haq, who have gone to jail for choosing a lesser crime of violating Industry’s injunction 
to prevent the greater crime of building new fossil energy infrastructure that contributes to the climate 
emergency. We stand on the shoulders of giants, like Ta’Ha, and Will George of the Tsleil Waututh, Jim 
Leyden, Kanahus Manuel and all their relations. It is all the planet protectors who have come before, 
that enabled our group to be high in the treetops blocking the Trans Mountain pipeline expansion 
project known as TMX for 16 months. And it is these planet protectors that enable us now to follow the 
money to the Big Five Canadian Banks who finance climate catastrophe. This fight against finance is a 
crucial part of the struggle by the broad and deep community who stand up for the planet. This is my 
story, one of many from Protect the Planet’s treesits in Burnaby which began in August 2020 and are still 
going in 2023.   

I am grateful to reside on unceeded Coast Salish lands. My parents are of European ancestry, my father 
was born in Budapest and my mother in Iowa. As a youth I roamed the stunning Blue Ridge Mountains 
stolen from the Cherokee Nation in 1838, when they were force-marched to Oklahoma and 4,000 died 
along the way. Hundreds stayed in the mountains and now make up the Eastern Band of the Cherokee 
Nation. Their resilience gives me strength in my efforts to stand up to fossil fueled power. I dearly love 
my two children, Annie, and Ben and along with my climate activist partner Aggie, want them to have a 
safe and secure planet on which to live. 

After attending medical and public health school at the University of North Carolina, I moved west to 
Oregon, then Washington to continue training in occupational and environmental medicine. I spent 
three years in Nicaragua, facing a war brought on by my own country. The experience was life changing. 
I lost my best friend to American bullets there, Benjamin Linder from Portland. I also met my future 
partner, Aggie. We learned tough lessons about social justice. We learned how to speak truth to power 
in Washington, DC and state capitals. Upon returning to the University of Washington and becoming 
faculty in the schools of medicine and public health there, I began to lecture on the then only emerging 
knowledge about the potential health impacts of climate change. 

Our family settled easily in Canada in 2005. We were warmly welcomed. I was busy helping to start a 
new Faculty of Health Sciences at SFU, but also making new connections and learning of the incredible 
wisdom and strength of the Coast Salish, the Haida and other Indigenous peoples of the land and waters 
of the region. I gained a deep appreciation for the struggles of these first peoples and how their rights 
and title were subjugated to the rapacious appetite of settler development over the history of Canada. I 
viewed it through my lens of environmental health, the inextricably woven threads of life that make the 
beautiful tapestry of our common lands and waters. I brought this science into my teaching and research 



on the health impacts of climate change. I eventually learned that much of what I was teaching had 
been taught before, for thousands of years in fact, by those first peoples. I learned the two-eyed seeing 
approach to public health and I am honored to work with the First Nations’ Health authority since it was 
established in these lands we call British Columbia. 

I suppose it was inevitable that all this learning and training on the health impacts of climate change 
would eventually lead me into direct conflict with the fossil fueled energy policy of Canadian 
governments. It has been clear for some time that fossil fueled power in Canada, coupled with our own 
dependence on energy, has captured our leaders and threatens our future.  

In 2014, the Trans Mountain pipeline, which I sometimes refer to as the Trudeau TM pipeline since he 
bought it and could stop it with a tweet, became a focus of my work. This pipeline expansion project is a 
perfect example of an outdated infrastructure project that flies in the face of the promised energy 
transition, in a climate emergency and in a stunningly beautiful, yet fragile place we call home. My skills 
as a physician, epidemiologist and toxicologist are a perfect fit for fighting the project at multiple levels. 
Soon I became an intervenor in the review process addressing the health impacts of the project.   

When the project was initially considered, Prime Minister Stephen Harper insured that climate change 
could not be considered as a factor in the review. Because of this prohibition I was not allowed to 
include in my two reports the most profound health impacts of the project, namely those due to climate 
change with its devasting and inevitable impact on future generations.  

Four years and two reports later, my science was ignored. After outlining the toxic effects of a diluted 
bitumen spill, childhood leukemia risks, toxic releases magnified by the hot summers of future climates, 
mental health effects to name a few, I knew that evidence would not stop the project. I began to look to 
direct action as the next logical step in the fight. Recall, I grew up in North Carolina, at a time when the 
first Woolworths sit-ins provided a kick-start to the racial justice movement. Martin Luther King, John 
Lewis, Rosa Parks and many black leaders from the South inspired me, eventually leading me to examine 
direct action as a last resort to protect the planet. The modern Hippocratic oath requires that I protect 
the health of my patients AND the public AND to inform or warn about impending health threats. My 
profession notes that (quoting the American Medical Association), “ethical responsibilities usually 
exceed legal duties… When physicians believe a law violates ethical values or is unjust, they should work 
to change the law. In exceptional circumstances of unjust laws, ethical responsibilities should supersede 
legal duties”. I planned a course of action based upon my knowledge of the Brunette river woodlands 
and my experience in roped climbing to block the pipeline. The perfect moment came in the summer of 
2020 when Trans Mountain announced they must cut trees along the Holmes Creek riparian area during 
the so-called ‘least risk window’ for fish or risk the viability of the project. I found my spot and my 
climbing buddy and with support of many old and new friends set up the first treesit, along a lovely 
tributary to the Brunette at Holmes Creek. This was Aug. 3, 2020. Protect the Planet Stop TMX was born. 

August and September went by in a flash. After the first 10 days on the Holmes Ck. portaledge, I was 
replaced by U-tuber science teacher, Kurtis Baude. We trained Mo Curran and Christine Thuring to 
climb. The Holmes creek support camp and network grew. We had an initial flurry of media attention 
spurred by articles in Newsweek and Seattle Times. Getting traction in the mainstream Canadian press 
though continued to be a challenge. We held an uplifting drum circle under the treesit. When the 6 wk 
window for cutting closed on Sept 15, we held a great party outdoors at Hume Park ,others joined 
online. However, there was very little media coverage of this victory by citizens to stop this multi billion 



dollar government boondoggle. Timothee and Amanda joined Protect the Planet and the first treehouse 
began to take shape in the Raven cottonwood, right next to Eagle, the giant cottonwood that held the 
mainline to the portaledge. The Prayer Circle that had been meeting on Burnaby Mountain began 
looking for opportunities for direct action along the pipeline route in Burnaby. With strong backing from 
the Tsleil Waututh and other Coast Salish nations we reached out to support other struggles along the 
pipeline route. In Blue River with the Tiny House Warriors and in and around Kamloops with others in 
the Secwepemc nations. Indigenous peoples defending their land are teaching us the fundamentals for 
the land-defense in Burnaby. We gained strength from each other in the struggle to kill the black 
serpent of Trans Mountain.  

In December of 2020, in a pre-dawn raid Trans Mountain and their private police swept in, fenced off a 
perimeter with razor wire and took the Holmes Creek camp along with the two majestic cottonwoods. 
They built a 35-meter-high scaffold to dismantle the treehouse and stole our most valuable equipment. 
They trashed Holmes Creek and covered the destruction in plastic sheeting leaving a trickle of stream 
running on top of the plastic. It was a dark day for Protect the Planet.  

There were several arrests, but a week later we were back up in a new treesit after an all-night effort in 
the rain with a small and devoted team. The new sit, built largely by Timothee and Amanda was a few 
hundred meters upstream on the next Brunette River tributary, on another beautiful stream known as 
Lost Creek. Timothee Govare set a new record for continuous time in the sit, 3 weeks, a record that 
stands to this day. Our resolve stiffened throughout the winter as more and more people joined to 
support. The food, brought almost daily was plentiful, healthy and (mostly) delicious. We organized 
COVID-safe weekly tours to the trees to tell hundreds the story of the pipeline and our peaceful 
resistance to business-as-usual – i.e. no meaningful climate action from our government leaders. People 
brought all manner of other gifts besides food, art, poems and song. I will never forget when Cinara 
brought her and Marvio’s children to play their violins for me on a chilly day in February. Mozart wafting 
through the branches up to my tent was magical and so uplifting. More climbers and supporters joined 
us and the Prayer Circle actions grew bolder. Gates were blocked, more arrests were made and despite 
the hardships and a never-ending pandemic, we continued the fight.  Costs of the project continued to 
rise as the call to address the climate emergency proliferated, and I knew then that we would be able to 
maintain the sit through the 2021  ‘least risk’ tree cutting window in Aug.  

The hummingbirds began visiting in early spring. This was a miracle in the making, though at first we 
didn’t know the power of hummingbird. But the Anna Hummingbird is a migratory species, protected by 
Canada’s Migratory Bird Act.  

A nest finding team was added to our construction surveillance work and after weeks of watching, they 
were able to get an Environment Climate Change Canada officer onto the Trans Mountain worksite at 
Lost Creek. Trudeau Trans Mountain was finally caught after months of lies and deception. The officer 
watched as workers felled a tree with a nest. He immediately stopped work in the Brunette River 
greenway for four months!  We learned from Kukpi7 Judy Wilson how symbolic it was that this action by 
that tiny hummingbird had stopped local construction of this massive pipeline. She told us, “Many 
stories honour the qualities of Hummingbird, and one that stands out, in particular, is Hummingbird’s 
tenacious loyalty to the forest. When a massive fire began consuming everything, even as the forest 
burned and all the other animals fled, Hummingbird carried drops of water — in their tiny beak — from 
the river to the forest fire, back and forth for hours. When the other animals asked why she tried and 



pointed out the dangers,  Hummingbird said: 'I’m doing what I can.'” The Hummingbird as planet 
protector is a powerful image that continues to guide us in our work.  

Though ordered not to continue their work in the forest, we did not trust the Crown Corporation to 
adhere to the order, so we stayed in the trees consolidating our position, while exploring legal avenues 
to protect the trees and streams from future destruction. The heat dome came and killed 740 of our 
fellow British Columbians. We thought that would be enough to end this climate killing project. It was 
not. 

Immediately following Trudeau’s re-election in late September, Trans Mountain backed by a militarized 
unit of the RCMP known as the Community-Industry Response Group moved forcefully against us. We 
had established two additional skypods and a sleeping dragon on the defensive perimeter of the two 
remaining treehouses. These along with strategic blockades and arrests by the courageous PtP Prayer 
Circle, slowed down the cutting machines for two weeks. Skypods are simply hammocks suspended 
from the trees, not nearly as comfortable as our treehouses. Bill Winder, also known as Big Bird sat in a 
sky pod for nine days straight, then went back up after a two day rest only to be arrested a few days 
later. I will never forget his last stand! Eventually the chainsaws, cherry picker on tank tracks and 
militarized police were too much for us. Five were arrested and the treehouses fell. 

Then, again on a dark night in Nov. last year, myself and two friends walked behind the New Life 
Community Church in Burnaby to our third sit. A cushy two-person portaledge was quickly placed and I 
shimmied up to spend four nights, sitting though one of the atmospheric rivers that flooded much of the 
southern part of the province causing such massive damage to critical infrastructure including ironically 
TMX. I was perched in a tree at the bottom of the mountain where I had taught 100s of bright young 
students about the health impacts of climate change for 17 years. Where a dangerous Trans Mountain 
petroleum storage facility threatens the safety of residents, students and workers on the Mountain. I 
spoke from my heart from there and was arrested on Nov. 29 by armed men on a tank with a long 
armed cherry picker.  It was a fitting place for a last stand. I expected jail-time as punishment for my 
actions to hold government accountable, and I have very few regrets. 

I will miss the serene and peaceful times I spent amongst the high branches with their fern, lichen and 
moss gardens. The predictable changing seasons and rhythms in the trees are soothing and peaceful. 
The indefatigable support from people was so uplifting. Though I was immersed in frontline action on 
climate change, it was also a meditative space. Many hours alone, in reflection on how I fit into the 
complex ecosystem of the trees and waters on Coast Salish lands. and how Protect the Planet could 
influence the unpredictable political system that attempts to control and, in these times, destroy the 
ecosystems that sustain us. 

As described most recently by UN Secretary General Guterres and based upon the scientific findings 
released by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, humanity is at a crossroads. We face in his 
words, either, “an atlas of human suffering” from climate catastrophe, or “an end to Government lies 
about their actions to reduce emissions, that must be replaced by an end to the construction of new 
fossil energy infrastructure and the expansion of clean electricity across the globe. We have only a few 
years left to make real reductions in our emissions. 

There is of course a moral dimension to this fight. While continuing to construct this tar sands pipeline, 
Canada is willfully endangering the lives of my fellow citizens. I am a public health physician. I took an 



oath to protect the health of people. With my training I am required to block this dangerous project. The 
Crown is telling me, ‘If you encourage other people to protect the planet, we will treat you more 
harshly’. I accept the State’s punishment. My professional and moral responsibilities tell me I must help 
humanity connect the dots between this pipeline, future emissions, climate death and life for future 
generations on this beautiful planet. I had to do what Government refuses to do, which is stop the 
construction of new fossil energy infrastructure.  

Following a raucous protest on the steps of the BC Supreme Court, I began my punishment in mid June 
and spent three weeks in jail, released on July 4th, U.S. Independence Day. The experience was an 
important part of my activist’s journey, giving more time for reflection, reading and writing while 
experiencing the dehumanizing nature of our so-called corrections system. I was readily accepted and 
made new friends. I’m no longer afraid of prison. A universal response from my fellow convicts was, 
“You’re in for that? That’s crazy”. And of course, it is. Oil executives find ways to hide the truth about 
their companies’ role in climate change. They pretend Canada can ignore the UN’s clarion call to stop 
building new fossil energy infrastructure, keep growing our tarsands extraction as if more emissions 
won’t kill more people. Who are the real criminals here? 

While I was incarcerated, the Parliamentary Budget Office reported that the project’s value had dropped 
into negative territory, in fact, minus $600 M (https://financialpost.com/commodities/energy/oil-
gas/pbo-says-trans-mountain-pipeline-to-result-in-net-loss-for-government). Losing money is something 
Canadian mainstream press will report on, and efforts to stop the money pipeline have gained new 
strength. As I write this summary Stop the Money Pipeline effort has gained new strength. Royal Bank of 
Canada is a favorite target because it is the country’s largest fossil fuel financier. They are starting to feel 
the heat all across the country. The TMX pipeline remains unfinished, is years behind schedule with its 
cost rising every day. We support the Wet’suet’en in their struggle against the Coastal Gas Link pipeline 
and receive support in turn. With help from partners, Protect the Planet established four new camps 
along the route in Coast Salish unceded territory, most recently with a large tipi on the Brunette River. 
Several others have been arrested and face sentencing. We’ve brought hundreds of people to Burnaby 
Mt. for two large ‘hug the mountain’ events. We raise issue about the safety of the Fraser River crossing 
and protection of threatened species. Resistance to the project remains strong because new fossil 
energy infrastructure in 2023 is morally wrong. Energy-poor Germany showed by not commissioning 
Norstream2 that building new fossil energy infrastructure doesn’t mean you have to use it. TMX will not 
kill anyone if it is never used.  We can’t just talk about how the fossil energy era is winding down, we 
must do it. And like Hummingbird I will continue to do what I can. 
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FOR SLIDES: ADD LOGOS OF EVERYONE AND  - STOPTMX.CA WEBSITE 

From Guardian (Elizabeth Cripps – moral philosopher) 

“Drawing on the work of  Maria Stephan and Erica Chenoweth studied major resistance campaigns 
between 1900 and 2006 and found that the nonviolent ones succeeded more than half the time. (More 
than twice as often, incidentally, as the violent ones.) The key to success? The so-called “3.5% rule”, 
because that’s the proportion of the population that needs to get involved. 

And here’s something else to bear in mind. These movements also challenge participatory injustice, 
where those with most at stake are excluded from decision-making. Many climate protesters are too 
young to vote. They are denied a voice in determining their own future, while politicians accept gifts 
worth millions from climate sceptics and fossil fuel interests. Through activism, including civil 
disobedience, they demand to be heard. 

 

When our relations in the future look back on this period, as we look back on earlier epoch-defining 
campaigns, they’ll ask who showed more respect for justice and democracy: the activists so many of us 
find disruptive, or the governments they are trying to reform. I think we know what their answer will 
be.” 


