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This southern correspondent is temporarily
northern – on a 4 month trip, mostly in western
North America. Travelling as an ecologist is an

immense privilege because one gets to hook up
with colleagues and people who really know 

the area, and hence to see probably much more
than the average visitor would. 

FROM OUR SOUTHERN 
CORRESPONDENT(S)

Calvert Island
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I just spent a few days on Calvert Island 
on the central coast of British Columbia, 
staying at what must be one of the most 
outstanding field stations in the world, 
the Hakai Institute (http://hakai.org/). 
Calvert Island is not easy to get to – either 
by float plane (if you’re lucky) or via a 
long drive up the length of Vancouver 
Island followed by a boat trip from Port 
Hardy that can take anywhere between 
3 and 6 hours, depending on how 
welcoming the ocean is. This landlubber 
found that a bit challenging. But once 
you are there, you’re in an ecological 
wonderland and staying in a complex 
of buildings that were previously a 
luxury fishing lodge – and you’re fed 3 
meals a day. I’ve enjoyed many stays in 
a variety of field stations ranging from 
the completely bleak and soulless to 
the quirky but comfortable, but Hakai is 
certainly up there in terms of the facilities 
available, friendly staff and so on. 

The Hakai Institute, Calvert Island BC

All this is made possible because of the 
Tula Foundation, founded by husband 
and wife team Eric Peterson and 
Christina Munck, who not only fund 
the research station but much of the 
research conducted on Calvert Island 
and elsewhere, along with an array 

of other programmes. The research 
spans terrestrial and marine ecology, 
geomorphology, archaeology and more. 
It turns out that Calvert Island is a very 
special place because of its location at 
what’s known as “the hinge” – a point 
where sea levels have been more or less 
the same for at least 15 thousand years, 
compared to other places inland and 
further out to sea, where the sea level 
has either fallen (or rather the land has 
risen) because of eustatic lift following 
the retreat of the glaciers at the end of 
the last ice age, or has risen with the 
melting ice. This has led to a long period 
of human occupation – current estimates 
suspect that humans have been living 
there for up to 15 thousand years.  
And this in turn has affected the ecology 
in a multitude of ways. 

Wandering around in the coastal forests 
and bogs of the island, I was struck by 
how much of the vegetation I recognised 
from my days of working in the heaths 
and bogs of Scotland and northern 
England. Many of the bryophytes and 
shrubs were the same genera, and 
often species, that I had encountered in 
quadrats at Moor House in the Pennines 
or Dinnet Moor on Deeside. Many of 
these are circumboreal. And quite a 
few of the tree species were ones that 
were very familiar as plantation trees 
in Scotland – indeed, in the 1970s the 
two most common trees in Scotland 
were Lodgepole Pine and Sitka Spruce, 
both of which grow on Calvert Island. 
Less familiar was the haunting sound of 
wolves calling in the distance – or even 
in the not very distant distance. These 
were coastal wolves who were happy to 
eat fish, octopus and so on, as well as the 
more normal terrestrial diet. The last wolf 
seen in Scotland was in 1745, the same 
year as the Battle of Culloden that ended 
the Jacobite Rebellion. Despite ongoing 
discussion of the potential to reintroduce 
wolves to remote parts of Scotland, this 

hasn’t yet happened. Perhaps fairy tales 
about wolves eating grandmas and the 
preponderance of little old ladies across 
Scotland will prevent this taking place. 

Much of the research on Calvert Island 
is designed to be long-term – in an age 
where obtaining funding for anything 
more than 1-3 years is becoming 
increasingly difficult, this is amazingly 
refreshing and insightful. The Hakai 
approach (from their website) is to: 
choose a specific geographical region, 
study it long term (on the order of 
decades), study it year round, study 
many factors and their interactions, 
carefully monitor changes, short-term 
and long-term, be well-placed to engage 
in scientific exploration and discovery, 
and use the knowledge gained to help 
manage and protect. Phew – how can 
you argue with that as an approach! 

My trip to Hakai is part of a longer visit 
to the University of Victoria on Vancouver 
Island, funded by the Pacific Instutute for 
Climate Solutions (PICS), a BC Provincial 
Government funded endeavour across the 
BC Universities that focuses on climate 
change impacts and responses. There are 
many similarities between Canada and 
Australia – their shared British heritage, 
the federal system of government, 
the sometimes uneasy relationships 
between native peoples and European 
colonizers and more. Both countries also 
unfortunately currently share right wing 
federal governments that do not seem 
to value science and see environmental 
issues as troublesome brakes on 
development. But at the state or province 
level, both countries are equally varied in 
their approaches to issues such as climate 
change and conservation. PICS is funded 
handsomely by the BC government, and 
the province has a carbon tax that has 
been in operation since 2008 and seems 
to work well. 

Richard Hobbs / Richard Hobbs 
Richard.hobbs@uwa.edu.au
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In Australia, on the other hand, we 
have seen things go backwards in 
terms of how we deal with emissions. 
From being viewed as a country that 
is progressive and leading the way in 
this arena, Australia is now seen as a 
serious laggard with weird retrograde 
approaches to carbon policy. The politics 
involved have not been salubrious. And 
these politics have recently embroiled 
my home institution, the University of 
Western Australia, in a curious affair. While 
I was swanning about on Calvert Island 
listening to the wolves howl, news was 
hitting the airwaves about a government-
initiated “Consensus Centre” to be set 
up at UWA with involvement of Bjorn 
Lomborg, the author of “The Skeptical 
Environmentalist”, known for his radical 
views on approaches to dealing with 

climate change. Staff and students at 
UWA have not taken the news of this 
initiative well, questioning the motivation 
and process of how it’s happened. Many 
see this as distinctly dodgy – particularly 
in the context of ongoing government 
cutbacks in research and education, 
plus a known aversion to mainstream 
approaches to climate change. The 
provision of $4m of funding through 
no clear process and the involvement of 
a controversial figure with contentious 
views on how to deal with climate 
change does seem suspicious. While I 
fully acknowledge the need to maintain 
academic freedom and allow expression 
of a variety of views, including those that 
run against the mainstream, I find myself 
also failing to see the rationale for this 
move. Indeed, my colleagues here in BC 

are intrigued, and my university seems 
to be in the international spotlight for 
reasons it probably doesn’t like. 

This story will likely play out for some 
time. The wolves on Calvert Island were 
a welcome distraction from the ongoing 
weirdness of happenings back in Australia. 
As are the Stanley Cup ice hockey playoffs 
that are being played at the moment. A 
strange and violent sport that takes some 
getting to know. Not at all like Australian 
Rules Football.

Postscript: Since Richard drafted this essay the 
Vice Chancellor at the University of Western 
Australia has bowed to pressure from staff, 
students and the public over the Consensus Centre 
with Bjorn Lomborg. The Australian government is 
seeking an alternative host institution.

Hobbs with PhD student, Nancy Shackelford (in the middle) and colleague, Rachel Standish, on Calvert Island


