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     Protecting Our Waterways’ Environment       
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In an article about our planet’s most 
pressing problems, National Geographic 
Magazine took a quote from ecologist/ 
philosopher Garrett Hardin, who defined 
the Tragedy of the Commons “… as 
many individuals acting in their own self-
interest without regard for society. The 
results can be catastrophic.”  
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He said that people acted as if the world 
had unlimited resources and space, and 
if they wanted to get rid of something, 
they could just throw it away. His 
response was, “there is no away to 
throw it to.”  
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This hasn’t stopped us from throwing it 
away anyway. If we look around us, it is 
obvious that we are indeed running out 
of places “to throw it away to,” and we 
are destroying the very environment on 
which we depend for life.  
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One of the resources to which Hardin 
was referring is water – it covers 71% 
of Earth’s surface.  
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As civilization continues to “throw it 
away,” we as recreational boaters need 
to become part of the solution and make 
others aware of this destruction of a 
precious resource. Even a few can 
make a difference. 
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Canada’s 
interior is a 
huge network of 
lakes, streams 
and rivers, all of 
which eventually 
find their way to 
an ocean, even 
to the Gulf of 
Mexico. 
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Western Canada 
watersheds are 
generally divided 
into east and 
west flows, along 
a line that follows 
the Rocky 
Mountains. 
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The Hudson Bay 
basin is Canada’s 
largest ocean 
watershed, and 
its importance to 
the health of the 
eastern Arctic is 
easily seen. 
However, there 
are problems. 
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A large 
portion of 
North 
America’s 
industrial, 
agricultural 
and urban 
heartland is 
gathered 
around the 
Great Lakes. 
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Like other 
drainage basins 
across Canada, 
the Great Lakes 
drainage basin 
does not function 
in isolation and 
is considered a 
part of the St. 
Lawrence 
drainage basin. 



12 

A perfect example 
of how Canada’s 
watersheds are 
interconnected. 
The Atlantic 
Ocean water-
shed also 
includes parts of 
the Great Lakes 
and St. Lawrence 
basins. 
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There are many 
sources of pollutants 
that affect our water- 
ways. In many cases, 
the finger points at 
industrial, agricultural 
and municipal waste 
as the major culprits, 
although positive steps 
are being taken to 
reduce their impact. However, every one of us bears 
some blame and must play a major part in reversing 
the consequences. 
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Nobody would fail 
to experience  
some sense of 
shock if they were 
to walk beside a 
river, pond or lake 
and come across a 
scene such as this. 
The fact that this 
garbage patch is in the Great Lakes should 
also evoke a sense of shame. 
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With the 
exception of 
Lake Superior, 
the Great Lakes 
are under 
severe stress 
from a variety 
of pollutants. 
The deeper red 
shading 
indicates areas 
of high stress.  

(Canadian Geographic map by Chris 
Brackeley) 
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There is much 
publicity 
surrounding 
pollution of our 
oceans, but 
intense 
urbanization 
around many of 
our inland water- 
ways has put them on the critical list as well, 
threatening freshwater mammals, fish and other 
aquatic life. 
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With the millions 
of different 
products made 
of this wondrous 
synthetic material, 
including medical 
diagnostic equip-
ment like this CT 
scanner, why have we turned it into one of 
our most dangerous pollutants? 
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It’s easy to imagine 
how this might have 
happened; people 
out for a day at a 
beach, or maybe 
fishing from their 
boat. Finish off a six-
pack of a beverage 
and simply throw the 
six-pack ring into the 
lake. 
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No, this little 
fellow isn’t teeing 
up for an 18-hole 
round of golf. 
Plastic trash like 
this golf tee is just 
another example 
of the immensity 
of the waste 
plastics that are killing millions of wildlife 
species around the world. 
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Huge rotating 
ocean currents 
called gyres draw 
in millions of tons 
of waste collected 
from countries 
worldwide. 
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Coriolis Effect 
acts on ocean 
currents the 
same as it 
does on the 
world’s air 
currents, 
flowing clock-
wise in the 
Northern Hemisphere and anticlockwise in the 
Southern Hemisphere. 
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Some of the most 
dangerous material 
that can be ingested 
by marine creatures is 
almost microscopic in 
size. Many organi-
zations, such as the 
Pangaea Expedition, 
carry out invaluable 
research to determine 
the extent of the harm 
being done. Here, volunteer crew members aboard 
SV Sea Dragon deploy a near-surface trawl to retrieve 
samples. 
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The catch: A 30-minute 
trawl captured these 
small pieces of plastic 
that would be attractive 
as food to fish and 
other sea life and could 
possibly find their way 
to our dinner plates. An 
additional danger is the 
potentially toxic 
chemicals they have 
released into the water. 
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Microbeads and micro-
fibres are two of the 
most insidious man-
made products to find 
their way into our 
waterways. They 
present extreme 
danger to aquatic life 
everywhere. As fish 
are part of the human 
food chain, these 
microfibres could also 
be ingested by us. 
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Plastic products can 
be made from the 
same cheap and 
plentiful petroleum 
that provides us 
with heat. This 
discovery started a 
revolution in low-
cost, everyday 
useful items. Little did we realize what this 
would mean to our environment. 
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Fish and marine 
mammals are not 
the only sea 
creatures 
endangered by 
pollutants. 
Delicate corals, 
sponges, 
anemones and 
other non-swimming sea life are also being 
destroyed. 
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Fortunately, this 
stork, entrapped in a 
plastic bag, was 
rescued from its 
dilemma by wildlife 
photographer John 
Cancalosi. But if we 
use our imaginations 
and think worldwide, 
we realize that 
rescue is not always 
close at hand. 
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Other sea birds, 
such as this 
albatross with a 
stomach full of 
garbage, are 
also victims of 
the world’s 
careless waste 
disposal. 
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This dead 9.5- 
metre sperm 
whale had over 
1000 pieces of 
plastics in its 
stomach; 115 
plastic cups, 4 
bottles, a pair 
of thongs, 25 
plastic bags  
and a nylon bag containing 1000 pieces of string. 
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It is truly sad to 
imagine the 
disgusting and 
dangerous 
environment 
facing the 
young mute 
swan cygnets 
that will emerge from this nest, largely built 
from human throwaway garbage. 



32 

Organized 
shoreline clean-
ups remove a lot 
of potentially 
dangerous debris 
from oceans, 
lakes and rivers. 
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Designed by renowned 
cellist Yo Yo Ma, and 
Julie Moir Meservy, this 
unique waterfront Music 
Garden, inspired by 
Bach’s Suite No. 1 in G 
major for cello, serves 
as a natural water 
filtration system, as the 
greenery takes in  
oxygen-robbing nutrients from Toronto 
harbour water. 
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You would be 
amazed at the 
number of 
times people 
have said, 
“why don’t 
they clean up 
this scrubby 
mess and make a beach or plant grass.” 
Coastal wetlands such as this are the vitamin 
pill for a healthy, clean body of water. 
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Protect and preserve our 
coastal wetlands. The 
marshes and fens that 
exist alongside rivers, 
lakes and oceans help 
filter and purify the water 
that flows through them. 
The wetlands, indicated 
here by green patches 
along Lake Huron shores, 
do their part to help bring 
the struggling lake back 
to health. 

Lake Huron Diversity Strategy 2010 

(Lake Huron Centre for Coastal 
Conservation [www.lakehuron.ca]) 
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•  If you enjoy diving, surfing or just hanging 
out at the beach, clean up after yourself. 

• Don’t use plastic throwaway products 
such as bags, cups or drinking straws. 

•  Love eating seafood? Buy healthful and 
sustainable products. 

• Don’t buy items that exploit marine life, 
like coral jewellery or tortoiseshell 
accessories. 

How to Reduce the Negative 
Impact on Our Waterways 
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How to Reduce the Negative 
Impact on Our Waterways 

• When boating, never throw waste over-
board. 

•  Support organizations that are dedicated 
to helping marine life and protecting 
waterways. 

•  Educate yourself about protecting 
waterways and marine life AND pass it 
on. 
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Questions? 


