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“In the advocacy
a rea, she is one 
of the most
e ffective political
e n v i ro n m e n t a l i s t s
who exist in the
c o u n t ry. ”

or Elizabeth May – exe c u t i ve
d i rector of the Sierra Club of
Canada, an organization de-
voted to developing a grassro o t s
n e t w o rk for protecting global
ecosystems – enviro n m e n t a l-
ism is not just a hobby, a
lifestyle or even a full-blown ca-

re e r. Caring for the earth is Ma y’s vo-
cation, and the passion it obv i o u s l y
i n s p i res in her started early, nurt u re d
by family ideals and brought to
f ruition by a combination of her

s t rength and intelligent re s o l ve. 
“The really important ingre d i e n t

was that I was raised in an activist
e n v i ronment, where if you knew
about an issue, there was cert a i n l y
an expectation that yo u’d do some-
thing about it,” May says of her up-
bringing on the family farm in ru r a l
C o n n e c t i c u t .

For Ma y, the first big issue came
at age 13, when some of the sheep
on the farm started “twitching and
dying.” Un d e t e r red by a ve t e r i n a r-

i a n’s inability to find the cause of
death, May dived into Silent Sp r i n g,
the 1962 best-selling book by Amer-
ican scientist Rachel Carson, which
was fast becoming the touchstone of
a burgeoning environmental move-
ment. It was not long before Ma y
had her answe r.

“I put two and two together and
w rote the municipal government in
the town where I grew up to ask if
they had been using any pesticides
in the vicinity of our farm that ye a r. ”
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E l i za b eth May ’s pass i o n
The head of the Si e r ra Club is one of the enviro n m e n t’s 

toughest advocates; when she talks, Ottawa listens
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It was an astute guess and was openly
confirmed by officials unused to defending
their use of poisons, especially to teenagers.
May wrote back, pointing to the pesticide
as the probable cause of the death of her
f a m i l y’s sheep, describing symptoms and
quoting passages from Silent Sp r i n g.

“I never heard from the city again,”
May muses, adding, “it wasn’t unusual to
be an activist in my house. It would be
unusual not to be.”

Unusual, or perhaps, even impossible.
May’s mother, Stephanie, was an environ-
mentalist who helped fight atmospheric nu-
clear testing in Connecticut. “My whole
childhood was spent watching activist things
happening all around me. I got invo l ved in
( e n v i ronmental) movements just by follow-
ing my mother around to meetings,” she re-
calls, a pattern that continues for Ma y, now
49, and her daughter Victoria, 12.

“ I ’m certainly raising my daughter that
w a y,” May re m a rks, her motherly pride al-
most palpable, the girl’s name creeping into
c o n versations and her physical pre s e n c e
manifested in the numerous pictures of
Victoria that adorn Ma y’s utilitarian office
at the Sierra Club’s national headquart e r s
in dow n t own Ottawa. 

May holds a coffee mug decorated with
Victoria’s image as she dashes from one
room to another, a calm and efficient whirl-
wind, discussing with staff the day ahead,
b reaking away smoothly to pose for the pho-
t o g r a p h e r. “I thought this would be amusing
for the gang,” she says with a grin, tacking a
p i c t u re of herself, half-buried in a snug em-
brace with Liberal leadership contender Pa u l
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Ma rtin, onto a hallway bulletin board .
The view from her office is all black tar-

p a p e red roof and staid Ottawa skyline. If
she notices the irony of an east-facing win-
d ow, turned directly away from Pa r l i a m e n t
and most of the buildings that house
C a n a d a’s political elite, she says nothing. 

IT WA S H A L F M E RC U R I A L F O RT U N E, h a l f
planned destiny that brought May to
Canada at the age of 18, in 1972. Her fa-
t h e r, an insurance company exe c u t i ve, had
m oved the family to Nova Scotia partly in
d i s a p p roval over the Vietnam Wa r, and
p a rtly because he “fell in love with Cape Bre-
ton.” His desire to “get out of the rat race,”

May recalls, led to the family’s impove r i s h-
ment, and she was forced to quit unive r s i t y
and waitress to support herself. But work i n g
for a living did not get in the way of a feve r-
ishly active environmentalist schedule. De-
tailed files on pesticides that she had
amassed in Connecticut served as the back-
bone for protests when at 19 May became
leader of Cape Breton Landowners Against
the Sp r a y, who fought the forest industry’s
budworm insecticide spray program in
Nova Scotia. 

Almost a decade later, she found the
means to return to university and graduated

f rom Dalhousie Un i ve r s i t y
Law School in 1983, quickly
w o rking her way as an envi-
ronmental lawyer from Nova
Scotia to Ottawa, before her
e ventual appointment in
1986 as senior policy advisor
to then federal enviro n m e n t
minister Tom Mc Millan. 

It was a chance to wield
f a r - reaching power ove r
C a n a d a’s environment, and
May used it well, drafting new
legislation and pollution con-
t rol measures, and playing an
i n s t rumental role in the cre-
ation of several national park s ,
including British Columbia’s
South Mo re s by, about which
she has since written a book

(Pa radise Won: The St ruggle to Sa ve South
Mo re s by, McClelland & St ew a rt Inc., 1990).

But in 1988, May and Mc Millan part e d
philosophical ways, and she resigned over a
d i s a g reement with how the En v i ro n m e n t
Mi n i s t ry was handling an environmental re-
v i ew of the proposed construction of the
R a f f e rty-Alameda Dam on the Souris Rive r
in southern Sa s k a t c h ewan. 

That re s o l ve, says long-time colleague
Stephen Ha zell, is vintage Elizabeth Ma y.
“ She blew the whistle on the minister and
resigned, which happens so ve ry rare l y.” 

Ha zell, currently the exe c u t i ve dire c t o r
of the Canadian Pa rks and Wilderness So c i-
e t y, was at that time legal counsel for the

Canadian Wildlife Federation, which had
sued the ministry over Raffert y - A l a m e d a .
The Federal Court of Canada eve n t u a l l y
quashed the permits for the dam’s constru c-
tion, deeming them illegal.

Ac c o rding to Ha zel, Ma y’s decision to
quit, and to say why, reflects an almost un-
h e a rd of idealism. “You always resign for
family reasons,” he says drily. “You never re-
sign because the minister did some bad stuff.
It took a lot of guts for her to do that.” 

So it was that in 1989 she came to the
Sierra Club of Canada. Her work there, in-
volving ever-changing education and activist

Our biggest threat right now is climate
change. We fight very hard to save wetlands and fore s t s ,
but if the climate changes, those wetlands will dry out

Elizabeth May, executive director of the Sierra Club of Canada, in front of her Ottawa off i c e



campaigns about issues such as endangere d
species, pesticide use, climate change, fore s t
p rotection and the phase-out of nuclear en-
e r g y, obviously agrees with her, and she
continues fighting the good battle. 

For Ma y, battle means self-sacrifice of the
kind she once again demonstrated in the
spring of 2001 when she staged a 17-day
hunger strike on Parliament Hill, forcing the
g overnment to promise to relocate families
living near the infamous lead- and arsenic-
laced tar ponds of Syd n e y, Nova Scotia.
Relics of the re g i o n’s long-gone steel and coal
industries, the ponds are now, effective l y,
open sewers, dubbed by May as being “t h e
worst toxic waste site in No rth America.”

The recipient of numerous awards and
titles, including the United Nations Gl o b a l
500 Aw a rd (1990) and honourary doctor-
ates from Mount Saint Vincent Un i ve r s i t y
and the Un i versity of New Bru n s w i c k ,
May is less interested in discussing herself
than the environment. 

“ In the advocacy area, she is one of the
most effective political enviro n m e n t a l i s t s
who exist in the country,” says Bob Sl a t e r,
recently re t i red from a 30-year career with
En v i ronment Canada and his position as
senior assistant deputy minister. Slater met
May over 20 years ago in Cape Breton. “I
thought, ‘T h e re’s an interesting person.
T h e re’s someone who’s extremely art i c u-
late, extremely capable of marshalling a
compelling argument and presenting it
with passion.’” 

Ma y’s message today concerns our cli-
mate. “Our biggest threat right now is cli-
mate change. We fight ve ry hard to save
specific wetlands and specific forests, but
e ven if we push back the bulldozers and
s a ve the wetlands, if the climate changes
d r a s t i c a l l y, then those wetlands will dry out.
T h a t’s the kind of thing we’re looking at.”

May is blunt in attributing blame. “Pe o-
ple in Ontario are among the world’s worst
offenders in terms of [contributing to] cli-
mate change,” she says flatly, naming our
dependence on fossil fuels as the gre a t e s t
culprit. On this issue, as with all issues,
May puts her money where her mouth is:
she does not own a car. 

As she talks, she shuffles through mounds
of paper on her desk, over which hang a
p i c t u re of May with former U.S. pre s i-
dent Bill Clinton, and another of a
younger May with rock-star enviro n m e n-
talist Sting. Framed handwritten notes in
C l i n t o n’s southern scrawl begin charm-

ingly “Dear Elizabeth,” pro g ress thro u g h
“Thanks for your advice,” and end simply
“Sincerely, Bill.”

May is whirling from the room again,
p ressing a copy of another of her books,
At the Cutting Edge: The Crisis in Ca n a d a’s
Fo re s t s ( Key Po rter Books, 1998), into a
j o u r n a l i s t’s hands. Her packed suitcase sits
n e a r by, ready for a flight to To ronto later in
the day. Over her shoulder, May cannot re-
sist one last re f e rence to her daughter’s
commitment to walking as a way of re d u c-

ing greenhouse gas emissions, and her
youthful proselytizing. “I don’t think she’s
o b n oxious, but she’ll encourage her friends
to walk to the store instead of taking the
c a r, because that’s what she’s used to.” It’s
one more measure of just how deeply
rooted Ma y’s beliefs run, reflecting the
commingling of her family life, personal
past and current environmental goals.

Lisa Keller is a freelance writer based in Ot-
t a w a .
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