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Abstract 

 

Increased pressure on natural systems is resulting in a loss of sense of place for 

those attached to particular landscapes.  As grief is a standard and accepted response to 

loss, the term ‘ecological grief’ has been proposed as the corresponding emotional response 

to environmental degradation.  This case study examines this proposal in the context of the 

geographical and metaphysical region of the Ghost River Valley in Alberta, Canada.  The 

Ghost has experienced both anthropogenic and natural ecological changes via historic 

hydroelectric dams and recent clearcut logging and flash flooding events. 

Building on the studies of Read (1996) and Kevorkian (2004), this research develops 

a typology of ecological grief, outlining the patterns that are similar and dissimilar to other 

forms of bereavement through a multi-disciplinary comparative analysis.  Conclusions were 

based on 11 semi-structured interviews, two walk-along interviews, and observation of those 

who identify with the Ghost Valley, either as resident, proprietor, or activist.  I assert that 

ecological grief is not only a true form of grieving, but is also an exceptional form of grieving, 

which has implications for counselling and other healing practices.  Moreover, this project 

works toward legitimising the experience of ecological grief in the sociopolitical region of 

Alberta.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

The skunk ambles twenty yards ahead, black-and-white coat distinct against the light 

brown grasses it treads, seemingly oblivious to its audience.  We are sharing a small 

clearing; mixed boreal forest on three sides, and a fen on the fourth.  My fellow walker and 

guide informs me that the wetland is just one unique hydrological feature of the area.  We 

are in the heart of the Ghost Valley – otherwise known as cutblock 3049 – destined to be 

logged completely during the upcoming winter.  Now however, the only sign of future 

removal is the hot-pink ribbons tied around several of the trees and my disquieted human 

companion.  Our nonhuman companion shows no such apprehension and ambles on.    

 

The connection between positive mental health and interactions with natural 

environments has been well established.  Equally recognised are the various environmental 

issues associated with twenty-first century way of life: water pollution, climate change, 

decreasing biodiversity, and more (Rockström et al. 2009).  This research investigates the 

interface between these two, by examining the effects of a changing environment – and 

perceived loss - on mental health.  

The Ghost Valley has experienced a fair amount of change.  Named after the Ghost 

River running through it, the valley snakes its way through the Palliser range of the Rocky 

Mountains onto the plains of Alberta.  In 1942 it was partially diverted to supplement the 

newly developed Lake Minnewanka reservoir and the Bow River’s extensive hydroelectric 

dam system (Van Tighem 2015).  In June 2013, heavy rains and a quick snow melt triggered 

a record-breaking flood that ravaged southern Alberta, causing the most expensive natural 

disaster in Canadian history (CBC 2014).  In the Ghost, two homes were swept away with 

the torrent (Cochrane Times 2013).  A two-year clearcut logging project began in November 

2015, accelerated from the 25-year harvest previously planned and approved (CBC 2015, 

MacMahon and Sandford 2015).  These recent events are not unrelated: removal of tree 



2 
 

cover has been shown to increase soil erosion, quicken snowmelt, and exacerbate flash-

flood events (Green and Alila 2012, Van Tighem 2015).  At time of writing, one season of 

cutting had taken place, with the second expected to resume late 2016.  This combination of 

disturbances has left several with a distinct feeling of loss and heartache (MacDonald 2015).  

 The standard response to loss is grief.  The concept of ‘ecological grief’ has been 

used to describe the emotional experience that may follow a perturbation to a loved natural 

space (Windle 1992).  In 1996, Read chronicled eight stories of ecological loss, concluding 

that ‘grief for dead places seems much more analogous to grief for dead people’ than we 

have allowed, asserting we need ‘a second Elizabeth Kubler-Ross [sic] to advance place-

bereavement as a continuing theme of contemporary distress.’ (Read 1996, p.198)1.  As a 

response to that call, Kevorkian’s (2004) case study of the declining killer whale population 

in Puget Sound brought the concept of grief to the forefront of environmental studies.  

Further studies of open-pit coal mining in New South Wales (Albrecht et al. 2007) and 

environmental activism in Green Bay (Lertzman 2010) further validated these conclusions.  

People could now give a name to and study a previously undesignated and elusive 

emotional process.    

However, does the name match the experience?  In this research, I examine the 

underlying conjecture in the ‘grief’ label: that an experience of loss is automatically a form of 

grieving.  Previous studies have assigned the label of ‘environmental grief’ after observing 

participants speak of loss and mourning.  I ask the question: is the emotional response 

following an ecological loss similar to the bereavement felt following other forms of loss, 

such as the death of a loved one?  In other words, is ecological grief a true form of grieving, 

or has the term ‘grief’ been pre-emptively assigned due to the presence of loss and lament?  

Through a systematic comparison of grief theory to personal accounts of loss in the Ghost 

Valley, I conclude that ecological grief is indeed an appropriate term and descriptor of the 

                                                           
1 The advocate referred to is spelled Elisabeth Kübler-Ross. 
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emotional process following an ecosystem perturbation, but is also a form of exceptional 

grief.  

Furthermore, I strive to move past the mere recognition of environmental grief and to 

further legitimise it in the sociopolitical arena of Alberta.  All forms of grief are influenced by 

societal norms and culture, and ecological destruction happens within a sociopolitical and 

economic system.  Therefore, ecological grief not only happens within a particular cultural 

system; the system in turn influences how ecological grief is expressed.  Currently the 

concept of ecological grief is not perceived to be an authentic or legitimate form of grief in 

Alberta.  The goal of this research is to reverse this inclination, allowing those grappling with 

environmental loss the societal approval to express their grief.  This in turn has implications 

for more robust social impact assessments and forethought in environmental planning.  

Grief is not bound to one discipline; therefore, ecological grief will be examined via a 

multi-disciplinary approach.  Through a literature review (Chapter 2), I describe the 

contextual foundation for ecological grief and set the stage for the analysis (Chapters 4 to 6).  

In Chapter 3 I review the research methods and epistemological stance taken.  Chapter 4 

draws on grief psychology to correlate the experiences of those connected to the Ghost 

Valley to other forms of bereavement.  In contrast, Chapter 5 uses ecopsychology and 

emotional geographies to explore the differences between grief phenomena.  Drawing on 

environmental humanities, Chapter 6 illuminates the exceptional nature of ecological grief in 

the Ghost, exploring how the society in which it is embedded influences ecological grief and 

vice versa. Chapter 7 explores some of the implications of this research for the province of 

Alberta and field of environmental studies more broadly, highlighting further areas of 

investigation.   
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Chapter 2: A Brief History of Environmental Lament 

 Humans are in relationship with the natural world in innumerable subtle ways: our 

holidays fall during certain seasons of the year, our moods can be linked to the weather 

outside, and association with natural spaces has been shown to reduce stress and heighten 

creativity (Kaplan 1995, Atchley et al. 2012).  What sort of meaning will harvest festivals 

have when the harvest no longer happens in October?  How will we handle stressful 

situations if there are fewer natural spaces in which to destress?  This sentiment is 

summarised by Hanna who asserts, ‘the things most important to our social well-being are 

often the most difficult to define and measure’ (2009, p.119).  Many authors have argued 

social changes (Crate 2011), ethical considerations (Gardiner 2006), and emotional 

adaptations (Suzuki and Sheppard 2015) will be essential in order to understand the 

implications of our actions and move toward solutions.  

 One such psychological adaptation is the ability to emotionally cope with loss, both 

physical and abstract.  Although there are numerous forms of loss related to environmental 

degradation, what is most notable is a loss of sense of place.  In the field of psychology, 

place-attachment theory describes the close bond people feel with their surrounding 

environment, natural or otherwise (Low and Altman 1992, Giuliani 2003).  As summarised by 

Scannell and Gifford (2010), place attachment is ‘a multidimensional concept with person, 

psychological process, and place dimensions’ (p.289).  Connection to certain spaces is very 

personal and dependent on an individual’s history or sensory experience.    

Furthermore, one may care for a space they are not physically in.  Hetherington 

(1997) perceives places as being similar to a ship: instead of being anchored, it can ‘move’ 

through networks and relationships.  In this dissertation, the term ‘Ghost Valley’ or ‘Ghost’ 

refers simultaneously to the geographical valley, the human community, the ecological 

community, and the political region.  Participants may live or work in the valley, visit the area, 
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or have no physical association with the valley at all.  Yet they are all connected to the 

Ghost.   

Particularly personal are the memories associated with place.  In fact, both Casey 

(1987) and Pile (2002) assert that memory is spatially situated.  Essentially, one cannot 

inhabit a space without recalling past experiences there, and drawing up a memory typically 

involves associating that recollection with a location (Casey 1987).  Jones suggests that 

memory is not only tied to place, but intricately connected with emotion as well (2005).  In a 

sense, landscapes are formed through an interaction of memory and the material world 

(Jones 2015).  Furthermore, Massey (2005) emphasises the relationship between 

considerations of space and politics, which is pertinent for the Ghost.  The implication is that 

if a place-attachment is somehow broken or severed through natural or political action, both 

the memories and emotions of that place will be affected.   

The longing of place has a particular word in English: nostalgia.  It describes the 

experience of ‘longing for a home that no longer exists or has never existed.’ (Boym 2001, 

p.xiii).  This definition hints that we have the ability to recognise the existence of absence.  

Hinchliffe et al. assert that both absence and presence are implied and ‘implicated within one 

another in any reference.’ (2005, p.655).  Therefore, in the Ghost, discussions of the lumber 

or merchantable wood to be harvested are interwoven with discussions of the future 

absence of trees and reduced animal habitats.  Humans have the ability to recognise, and 

emotionally attach to places that no longer exist, exist somewhere else, or we knew existed.   

Examples of ‘lost places’ and subsequent emotional responses to absence are 

abundant, ongoing, and not new.  Leopold’s A Sand County Almanac (1949) chronicles his 

observations of a transformed landscape via development in his ‘Marshland Elegy’.  

McKibben’s End of Nature asserts ‘there is no future in loving nature’ (1990, p.195), and van 

Dooren’s entire book Flight Ways describes loss of spaces and species through the 

destructive power of extinction (2014).  Coral reef scientist and activist Charlie Veron 
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describes his relationship to the natural world as ‘very very sad... It’s like seeing a house on 

fire in slow motion…’ (quoted in McCalman 2014, p.69).   

The term ‘lament’ is frequently found in art, poetry, and literature to describe the 

personal impact of environmental loss.  It is not limited to ecosystems or species as a whole, 

but often attributed to a very specific loss: Higgs (2013) tells the story of a tree being cut 

down near his house.  As small as the event was, the experience had an effect on him.  

Additionally, it is not uncommon for a writer to use the term ‘mourning’ or ‘grief’ in terms of 

an environment, even when that piece of writing superficially has nothing to do with loss.  In 

his account of building a writer’s cabin behind his house, Pollan (1997) explores the 

complexity of mourning trees.   

Do these lamentations have a name?  In response to a changing climate and a 

building body of lament literature, several terms have been offered to describe this 

experience; including ‘ecological grief’ (Windle 1992), ‘ecological despair’ (Thomashow 

1996), ‘place-bereavement’ (Read 1996), ‘topocide’ (death of place) (Porteous and Smith 

2001), ‘environmental grief’ (Kevorkian 2004), ‘solastalgia’ (Albrecht 2006), and ‘ecological 

trauma’ (de Klerk 2014).  The term ‘solastalgia’ is a play on the term ‘nostalgia’, and built 

from the terms solace and algia (longing) (Albrecht 2006).  Specifically, it describes the loss 

of a place that provides solace to someone.   

These terms embody subtle differences that distinguish between the loss of place 

and the emotional response to such loss.  They distinguish between the emotion and the 

psychological process, and the scalability of the term.  For instance, the term ‘topocide’ 

focuses on the loss of the landscape, while terms like ‘place-bereavement’ or ‘ecological 

grief’ focus more on the human psychological responses to loss.  The use of the term 

topocide has also been critiqued for emphasising the victimisation of residents and denying 

their sense of agency (Nowicki 2014).  Ecological despair is a singular emotion that can be 

considered one step in a process of loss.  In terms of scale, ‘place-bereavement’ may refer 

to a natural space such as a meadow, or a human-created space, such as a coffee shop.  
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As Light et al. have demonstrated, people can and do value non-natural landscapes (such 

as urban or agricultural spaces), and therefore may experience loss when those are altered 

(2013).  In this case, ‘place’ is unspecific.   

Therefore, the term ‘ecological grief’ has been chosen purposefully as the concept to 

explore in this dissertation.  Unlike ecological despair, trauma, and solastalgia, which may be 

specific emotions in a process of loss, ‘grief’ indicates multiple emotions may occur.  

Topocide focuses more on the loss of landscape than on the psychological response, 

whereas place-bereavement and environmental grief are non-specific to the type of 

environment.  In sum, the term ecological grief describes the psychological and emotional 

process associated with loss of a specific ecosystem or natural space, while giving voice to 

those affected.    

A brief review of the theory of emotions and this philosophy of grief assists in 

understanding ecological grief.  A simplified overview of current emotions theory revolve 

around three schools of thought: a) emotions exist as an interior, subjective states of a 

person (Strongman 2003), b) emotions exist as primarily external social processes, 

articulated and mediated between people, nonhumans, and objects (Durkheim 1966, Thrift 

1999, Davidson et al. 2005), and c) emotions create the boundaries between self and others 

(Ahmed 2004).  Ahmed’s ‘sociality of emotions’ theory draws upon the idea of a ‘contact 

zone’: emotions are neither internal nor external, but rather create the boundary of what is 

external or internal (2004).  Ahmed’s theory suggests that emotions are flexible, and likely 

exist somewhere between completely internally or externally created.  In this project, 

emotions are understood through this flexible lens.  

For some theorists, emotion is not a passive state, but active instead.  Parkinson 

(1995) asserts that ‘emotions are intentional’ in the sense that they ‘involve a direction or 

orientation towards an object’ (p.7).  Additionally, some scholars have used the term ‘affect’ 

to describe the relationship between emotions and place.  The location and space one 

inhabits has an effect on emotions, while the emotion experienced also has an effect on the 
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way the location is thereby perceived (Delueze and Guattari 1987, Conradson 2005).  For a 

person experiencing ecological grief, specific emotions may be directed toward particular 

objects (both living and nonliving, concrete or abstract), and have the ability to affect and be 

affected by place.  

Grief is not a singular emotion, but is a process that evokes many different emotions 

(Kübler-Ross 1970, Martin and Elder 1993).  Although grieving and mourning are often used 

interchangeably, Northcott and Wilson summarise the difference between the two as, 

‘grieving is personal and spontaneous while mourning tends to conform to social and cultural 

norms’ (2008, p.153; see also Aiken 2001).  In other words, mourning can be perceived as 

outward action following a loss, such as a funeral, while grief is the internal emotional 

processing.  Mourning is often associated with rituals and timelines: a ‘period of mourning’ or 

an ‘act of mourning’.  According to Freud (1922), mourning is the ‘working through’ of loss, 

which differs from the melancholy emotion response.  Lacan (1994) sees mourning as 

merely a social formality.  In this project, mourning will be considered as a potentially helpful 

way of processing grief, not just social formality.   

Lament is a form of mourning that involves an external action or expression of grief, 

often through speaking, writing, or art (de Klerk 2014).  Mourning and lament may both be 

for the social realm, but lament is a more personal and direct reflection of the internal 

workings of grief.  The following definitions will be used throughout the paper: grief as the 

internal emotional process following a loss, mourning as ritual or action, and lament as the 

personal expression of grief.  This is akin to Attig’s framework, distinguishing between grief 

emotion, grief reaction, and grief response; which correspond to grieving, mourning, and 

lament respectively (1996).         

There are healthy ways to move through the process of grief.  According to Kübler-

Ross and Kessler, this path takes many routes but often includes an appropriate recognition 

of loss, rituals, time, and the full expression of emotions (2005).  Unfortunately, grief is often 

rushed, suppressed, or avoided altogether; seen as an unwanted chore.  In fact, several 
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authors have argued that Canada is an especially ‘death-denying’ culture, meaning that 

reactions and discussion surrounding death are often subdued or entirely avoided (Becker 

1973, Ariès 1974) and vacillate between ‘detachment and morbid obsession.’ (Northcott and 

Wilson 2008, p.92).  Despite abundant environmental lament literature and political fervor 

surrounding climate change, I assert that death and grief are topics that float beneath the 

surface of discussion.  The popularity of dystopian novels and apocalyptically-themed 

movies demonstrate society’s abhorrence of death, rather than our healthy acceptance of it.  

The repeated narrative is of humanity’s triumph over death, even in the wake of disaster.  

This may reflect our society’s devaluation of the process of mourning (Riccardi 2003).  If 

‘regular’ death can barely be accepted; how then can ecological death be recognised? 

The emotions tied to loss of natural spaces may not be the only type of grief that is 

considered ‘ungrievable’ (term by Ahmed 2004).  The loss of a pet (Rosenberg 1986), home 

(Parkes 1974), or job (Borgen and Amundsen 1987) are well known and recognised within 

academic literature as true forms of grief, yet rarely legitimised socially.  While the grief 

associated with the death of a loved one is viewed as an ‘acceptable’ form of grief, there are 

other situations which do not warrant grief, and mourning is deemed superfluous (Doka 

1995).  According to Doka, ‘societies have a set of norms – in effect, grieving rules – that 

attempt to specify who, when, where, how, how long, and for whom people should grieve.’ 

(1995, p.272).  Ecological grief, within the context of this case study and Alberta more 

generally, may also be considered a form of ‘disenfranchised death’, one that is ‘seldom 

acknowledged, publicly mourned, or socially supported’ (Northcott and Wilson 2008, p.107).  

Despite its common use among environmental psychologists, ecologists, and naturalists, 

‘ecological grief’ is rarely used in media or politics. 

Despite the lack of colloquial use in Alberta, the term ‘ecological grief’ is intuitively 

understood and the emotions keenly felt.  Participants in this study regularly said that the 

term allowed them to name their experience.  Through their personal stories of loss in the 

valley, ecological grief’s dynamic, context-dependent, and multi-faceted nature came to light. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

The topic of ecological grief is a prime candidate for case study analysis, as this 

method is used to examine complex social phenomena (Yin 1994).  Ecological grief is 

considered a social phenomenon due to the interrelated nature of emotions, societal and 

cultural factors, and place-attachment.  The Ghost Valley was chosen as the site for an 

ecological grief case study for several reasons.  Firstly, there have been recent and 

significant ecological perturbations in the valley and the sampling population could be readily 

defined.  Secondly, the social and cultural systems of Alberta were (and continue to be) in 

flux due to political and economic changes, which were seen to be in association with the 

recent ecological degradation2,3,4.  Lastly, experiences of both personal and communal grief 

as result of the ongoing events were communicated by residents (MacDonald 2015; J. 

Lammiman 2016, pers. comm. 6 January).   

 From a  preliminary e-mail interview with a valley resident and a literature review, 

four study propositions were developed, which in turn guided the development of 20 

interview questions (Appendix II) via the process developed by Mason (2002, p.69-72).   

Interviews were chosen as the method of study for their ability to investigate complex 

emotions and diversity of experiences (Longhurst 2010).  Fieldwork was conducted between 

4 April and 2 May 2016 within the Ghost Valley, the town of Cochrane, and city of Calgary.  

Data were collected via 11 semi-structured interviews; two walk-along interviews 

(Kusenback 2003); participant observation during two local events, five informal chats, and 

                                                           
2 New Democratic Party (NDP) succeeded Progressive Conservative (PC) in provincial election 5 May 
2015.  Liberal Party of Canada succeeded Conservative Party of Canada in a federal election 18 Oct 
2015. 
 
3 The 2015 economic downturn had extensive effects on Albertans, including massive employment 
loss and increased pressure on counselling and social services (Mouallem 2015). 
 
4 The 2015-16 clearcut logging activities were approved by the former provincial government in 2007 
(CBC 2015).  Despite public opposition (CBC 2015, MacDonald 2015, MacMahon and Sandford 
2015), and the cancellation of a logging project in the Castle region of southern Alberta by the same 
company (Bakx 2015), the new government approved the 2015-2017 Ghost region cut to continue.   
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while on clearcut sites; and field notes (including verbal recordings, writing, and 

photography).  Field notes were methodological, observational, and reflective.  These 

multiple sources of evidence were used in order to contribute to the internal validity of the 

project (Cope 2010).  A focus group was included in the planning proposal, but was 

cancelled early in fieldwork5.   

 Research participants were chosen non-randomly through purposive sampling.  

Through the main organiser of the Stop Ghost Clearcut Initiative (SGCI) advocacy group, I 

recruited seven individuals6.  Four participants were prior contacts of mine and the final 

agreed to an interview after a cold-call.  Interviewees were included if they lived or worked in 

the geographical valley, or were currently engaging in activism in the area.   

 Interviews lasted approximately 90 minutes.  Ten of the 11 semi-structured interviews 

were recorded and transcribed verbatim.  Recordings provided insight into demeanour, 

emotionality, and sarcasm: all of which were incorporated into the emotional analysis 

through ‘thick description’ Geertz (1973).  The final interview was not recorded due to a high 

level of background noise.  Written notes were taken before, during, and after recording to 

note non-verbal cues such as hand gestures and body language.  Once transcribed, a copy 

was sent to each participant for construct validity: they were given a 30-day window to 

review the transcript for factual errors.   

  Participants were informed (both orally and in writing) on the project’s methods, aims, 

and corresponding ethical procedures, including confidentiality and the ability to withdraw at 

any time.  All participants signed the Interview Consent Form, and two participants gave 

permission for me to use their personal writings and photography.  Ten of the twelve 

participants have been anonymised through use of pseudonyms, while two requested their 

                                                           
5 Several research participants noted that anger was the primary emotion communicated during past 
group events.  I predicted individual interviews would be more effective in eliciting a larger range of 
emotions. 

 
6 Not all interviewees found through this ‘gatekeeper’ and ‘snowballing’ technique (Cloke et al. 2004) 

were active members of SGCI, merely on their e-mail distribution list.  
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real names be used.  Due to the emotional and personal nature of this work, great care was 

taken to be clear on the objectives of the research: not to demonise or create ‘sides’ in a 

complex dynamic, but instead to examine how people are emotionally affected by changing 

environments.  All ethics procedures were approved by the University of Edinburgh 

Geoscience Ethics Committee February 2016.   

 Data were organised according to an iterative coding process.  Codes were applied 

to all interview notes and transcripts, field notes and observations, writings by participants, 

and all electronic communication between myself and the interviewees.  These codes were 

analysed using a comparative pattern-matching approach (Yin 1994), between the emotional 

responses following ecological loss to traditional grief psychology (Chapters 4 and 5).  

Chapter 6 was developed through an entirely inductive approach.  

External validity of case studies is inherently low due to the difficulty in generalising 

to other research statistically.  However, this study of the Ghost supports the conclusions of 

several grief theories and builds on other cases of ecological loss, thus contributing to 

external validity through analytic generalisation (Yin 1994).  In order to increase the reliability 

of the study and reduce biases, a strong chain of evidence has been developed through 

careful records.   

This research draws upon the epistemological stance of subjective realism: multiple 

realities exist.  Essentially, the emotional experience of each of the research participants 

was true to their own reality.  Additionally, my role of researcher was not as a detached and 

independent observer recording a concrete truth, but rather as dialogist and participant, 

influencing and being influenced by the emotional experience of interviewing.  Therefore, I 

recognise that I am unable to fully communicate the emotional process of others, as my own 

emotional process is embedded in the translation.   

My gender, personality, background, and relatively young age undoubtedly had an 

effect on interview style.  For example, the demeanour of the participant would become more 
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relaxed once it was revealed I was a ‘local’ rather than foreign researcher.  Likewise, I found 

myself speaking differently to my participants depending on their age, gender, employment, 

and level of apparent comfort with me.  In order to create an environment that was most 

conducive to respectful, open, and often emotional conversation, all interviews took place in 

neutral locations, except for three which took place on the participant’s property.  Several 

interviews took place outside, which tended to be filled with more pauses, slower speech, 

and emotionality than indoor interviews, for both the participants and myself.  

The interview itself had an effect on the emotional process for some.  One participant 

mentioned, ‘it helped connect me, by helping me to remember who I am’ (Jamie), while 

another shared ‘our conversation has actually helped me understand my own feelings’ 

(Ray).  Therefore, the very act of research has influenced the conclusions of this research.  

Additionally, my emotional responses – especially while walking the clearcut sites - have 

also been helpful in understanding the data.  This inter-subjectivity and emphasis on 

dialogue is commonly recognised in human geography (Demeritt and Dyer 2002, Cloke et al. 

2004), as is the recognition of ‘fieldworker feelings’ as valid forms of data (Bondi 2005).  All 

these approaches were found to be helpful in examining the complexity of ecological grief.  
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Chapter 4: Grief is in the Details 

 

Figure 4.1: The Ghost River, downslope of Kings Fold Retreat Centre.  This view is similar to the 
scene experienced by attendees on a healing walk organised by members of the surrounding 
community November 2015.  Photograph by author, 31 December 2015. 

 

The study of human responses to loss spiked in the 1960s.  Despite earlier work 

done by philosophers, grief was now a topic firmly rooted in psychology and the medical 

sciences.  Perhaps most famously, Dr. Elisabeth Kübler-Ross outlined the ‘five stages of 

loss’ (denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance) after years of discussion and 

study with terminally ill patients (1970).  Despite her assertions that these five stages were 

never meant to ‘tuck messy emotions into neat packages’ (Kübler-Ross and Kessler 2005, 

p.7), they have been used extensively in both grief counselling and colloquial use.   

Roughly half of interview participants mentioned the five-stage framework in regards 

to ecological grief without any prompting, while two suggested that their experience aligned 

well with the framework.  Notably, the word ‘anger’ was mentioned in every interview.  Less 
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common but also cited were the stages of ‘acceptance’, ‘depression’, and the concept of 

bargaining (albeit through expression rather than by name).  The stage of anger is explored 

further in Chapter 5, and acceptance stage in Chapter 6.   

Nevertheless, it was also commonly expressed that neither the term ‘grief’ nor the 

five-stage framework was entirely comprehensive in describing their experience.  Adrian 

simply stated, ‘That’s as good a term as any.’  In response to the question, ‘do you believe 

you have experienced ecological grief?’, nine participants answered with a definitive ‘yes’, 

with three answering a tentative ‘yes’ with a caveat: ‘grief’ is a good point of reference, but 

there is a larger story to be told.  Apparently the patterns of ecological grief, just like other 

forms of grieving, are in the details.   

Less well known than the five stages are the subtleties of Kübler-Ross’ framework: 

the multitude of supplementary patterns that were noted and elaborated on in her final book 

(2005).  It is in these smaller observations by Kübler-Ross and other grief theorists in which 

the patterns of ecological grief begin to emerge, and which my assertion that ecological grief 

is a true form of grieving will be based.  The following typology of ecological grief is not 

intended to strictly define the experience, nor to negate the experiences of those that run 

counter, but rather to elucidate patterns in this particular case study.  

 

Coping with loss is profoundly personal.  For each being (and environment) that is 

lost, each mourner shared a unique relationship and grieves in a different way.  After visiting 

a clearcut site, many participants reported varied physical reactions such as choking up, 

crying, fist-clenching anger, loss of breath, nausea, inattention or distraction, and aches in 

the heart or stomach.  Many of these symptoms have been observed in response to the 

death of a loved one (Clayton et al. 1968, Parkes 1972).  Charlie and Kelly reported lack of 

sleep due to increased stress and emotion regarding the events in the valley.  Interestingly 

however, several participants also reported feeling the strongest emotions when they were 
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merely thinking about the destruction in the valley, reading passages from books or 

newspapers, or seeing the site on Google Earth.   

Some of these reactions took place in groups.  Several recounted stories of seeing 

others who were visibly upset, quieter than normal, or had emotional outbursts.  Robin 

recalled the story of another, who ‘sat and listened to the machines for an hour and just 

cried.’  These public expressions of grief were not the norm, however.  Once asked where 

and when each person experienced grief most strongly, each participant described situations 

in which they were alone or in the presence of a few trusted others.  Each account of grief 

was unique, which speaks to the individual and personal nature of the grieving process 

found in other forms of loss (Clark 1993, Martin and Elder 1993).  Sam named this 

individuality of grief by stating, 

‘I think you’re dealing with completely different… attachments to the land, right?  I 

believe people are experiencing grief, but in different ways, on different levels, just 

because of their different relationships to the valley.’ 

 

Additionally, the grief was often described as a process, one that ‘moved through 

different stages of emotions’ (Robin).  Sam described it as an ‘evolution of grief’ that you 

‘gradually tune into’, while Jamie asserted that ‘where I’m at with it is a bit different than even 

a few months ago.’  Other forms of grief are well known to be a progression of experiences 

that may be cyclical or sporadic, rather than a singular emotion (Martin and Elder 1993).  

 Although grief associated with the events in the valley has been an intimate 

experience, many participants also expressed their grief outwardly in the form of lament or 

communal mourning.  In November 2015, approximately 45 people gathered at Kings Fold 

Retreat Centre for a shared meal and to walk either the labyrinth on site or down the slope to 

the bank of the Ghost River (Figure 4.1).  The event was planned after one community 

member commented that they were ‘all feeling a bit of grief but not knowing how to process 
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it’ (Jamie).  Rituals and rites of passage (such as funerals) are important in processing grief 

(Irion 1990), and this case was no different.  When asked what the response of the group 

after the labyrinth walk was, Jamie shared ‘people were very vocal in their impressions and 

appreciation of the event’ and seemed to have ‘a different bodily posture’ following it.  Ray 

likened the SGCI community to taking part in a funeral: a public recognition of loss that 

communicated others were struggling as well.  This community acted as a support system 

for many: ‘This group has helped me a lot’ (Oli), likely because it makes one feel as though 

‘you’re not standing alone’ (Kelly).  Adrian asserted, ‘The [SGCI] exists because of grief.  

That’s the reason it came about.’  This is analogous to bereavement groups, which have 

shown to be helpful in coping with other forms of grief (Leader 2009, Willis 2009).  The 

above rituals and community gatherings were acts of mourning.  

 Collectively, participants used over 23 terms to describe their emotional experience 

in response to the loss, such as ‘jarring’, ‘powerless’, ‘disgust’, ‘overwhelmed’, and 

‘betrayed’.  However, many of the emotions I observed were expressed rather than named, 

and portrayed through cadence, pauses, emphasis, and body language.  Examples include 

sadness, thoughtfulness, frustration, passion, and guilt (assuming again that emotions are 

co-mediated rather than entirely interior mental states).  Notably, participants spoke more 

quickly when discussing the series of events and history in the valley, and politics in Alberta.  

When asked to describe their personal emotional experience, participants spoke much more 

slowly.  This highlights the fact that ecological grief, akin to other forms of grief, is expressed 

more readily through lament than it is explained.  In some ways, the interviews themselves 

could be viewed as acts of lamentation. 

‘What’s wrong with us?... Where does it come from, this hubristic disregard for the 

sanctity of the natural world?’ (Robin) 
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Lamentation also took form through art, writing, speaking at public events, and 

photography.  Outlets such as letter-writing or art have been recommended as healthy forms 

of processing grief (Kübler-Ross and Kessler 2005) and according to Bjorlin (2012), lament 

is ‘a way to start coming to terms with current ecological realities’ (cited in de Klerk 2014, 

p.5).  This sentiment was shared by several participants. 

‘I had to write about it in some way… [to] put into words how that was making me 

feel… but I think it did help.’ (Robin) 

‘Literally like almost photographing feelings’ (Oli) 

 

Lament is often laced with a search for blame.  A common symptom of grief is to 

assign blame, despite the fact that many deaths are inevitable, occur by accident, and no 

one is at fault (Kübler-Ross 1970).  In terms of an ecosystem, death is not perceived to be 

inevitable, and it is often quite easy to place blame for the cause of destruction.  In the case 

of the Ghost, blame was assigned to the logging company, past governments, or the 

government of the day.  This will be explored further in Chapter 5.  Surprisingly however, 

culpability was more often seen as diffuse rather than straightforward.  There was a 

recognition that the death of the ecosystem was not caused by a specific perpetrator, but 

instead took place within interconnected economic, political, and cultural systems.   

‘You get really angry, and you want to find a person or an entity where you can focus 

that anger on.  And it’s really hard in things like this, because there’s just so many 

factors.’ (Kelly) 

 

In the search for fault, grievers often feel a sense of illogical guilt or responsibility for 

their own role in a death (Kübler-Ross and Kessler 2005).  Some participants named a 

sense of guilt or personal hypocrisy regarding the events in the valley.  This took three 
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forms: a) their use of wood-based products despite being opposed to the local logging 

practices, b) their employment in the oil and gas industry, a resource-extraction sector 

analogous to logging, and c) a sense of guilt at being part of a complacent generation that 

condoned the disrespect of the earth.  These personal admissions of guilt were usually 

followed by some sort of justification or clarification.  My intention here is not to repudiate 

their intentions or pick out inconsistencies in their testimonials.  Rather, it is to highlight the 

appearance of guilt and search for blame, which is common in grief.  What is not common in 

other forms of grief is the recognition of hypocrisy.  My prediction is that because ecological 

grief is not yet socially-acceptable and does not confirm to societal ‘grieving rules’ (Doka 

1995), participants felt the need to qualify their experience, name their hypocrisy, and defend 

their actions in order justify their emotions to themselves and others.   

This qualification is connected to the society in which this case study is embedded: 

the political, geographical, and cultural system of Alberta.  The process of grieving is always 

influenced by culture.  For instance, Northcott and Wilson (2008) suggest that death in 

Canada is increasingly secularised and bureaucratised.  They provide examples such as the 

protocol followed after a death in a hospital and allocated days provided for bereavement 

leave.  In turn, this obsession with regulation trickles down and affects the social 

acceptability of grief (Northcott and Wilson 2008).  For example, actions of mourning are 

restrictive (‘men don’t cry’) and grief is expected to be complete after a certain length of time. 

Similarly, Alberta’s resource-based economy, conservative political history, and 

death-denying culture all influence people’s experience of ecological grief.  The logging 

company provides employment and economic benefits for people in the area; non-profit 

organisations may receive grants from the same branch of government that approved the 

logging plan; and there is a societal underappreciation of the importance of place-

attachment.  Additionally, the logging company positions themselves to be Christian, which 

adds a layer of complexity to Christian individuals and organisations in the area.  This is 

analogous to the ‘layering of silence’ phenomenon described by Parr et al. in their study of 
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mental health in rural Scotland: they attribute ‘the unsayability of emotions in certain 

situations to the workings of local power relations.’ (2005, p.98).  No one wants to bite the 

hand that feeds them, nor do they want their ethics exposed for scrutiny by others.   

‘There’s even antagonism about it… people would say “Well” and would tell the other 

side of the story… how it’s actually sustainable, how it’s only in certain places… so 

it’s kind of unsafe to share that kind of grief.’ (Robin)  

 

For some, the events in the Ghost over the past few years illuminated the 

contradictions in Alberta’s sociopolitical system.  Examples include: strict rules and 

regulations that may be changed by approval of a single government official; natural objects 

of intrinsic value marked with a price tag and labeled ‘merchantable’; simultaneous flood-

mitigation efforts downstream and clearcut logging upstream.  Due to these perceived 

contradictions, people’s trust of due process, political transparency, and environmental 

sustainability have been challenged.  Language of morality and ethics were abundant, such 

as ‘this is not right!’ (Kelly) and ‘it’s just that sense that it’s just wrong’ (Taylor).  Northcott 

and Wilson describe this phenomenon in the context of grief by stating certain deaths (such 

as the death of a child) may actually serve to ‘undermine [one’s] system of meaning’ (2008, 

p.118).  The tenants upon which people’s faith, beliefs, and philosophies are based are no 

longer solid.  For several interview participants, in order to ‘make sense of the 

incomprehensible’ (ibid), their understandings of the world changed.   

‘You have to make new meaning, because you can’t take anything for granted – it’s 

been destroyed.’ (Taylor)       

‘I wasn’t prepared for it – I just wasn’t.  All of a sudden I’m like struggling with these… 

big questions …. My personality changed… I have shifted from a cold person that 

only deals in facts to somebody… very different.’ (Oli) 
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 Grief also has the unique ability to bring forth losses from the past in order to be 

revisited, reworked, and re-incorporated into one’s personal narrative.  As Kübler-Ross and 

Kessler explain, ‘grief brings into your awareness all the losses that have occurred in your 

life, past and present’ (2005, p.73).  This relationship with past losses also occurred in the 

Ghost.  Several participants mentioned sorrow or hardship that they had endured in the past, 

seemingly unrelated to the activities in the valley.  Although the relationships between the 

forms of grief followed no particular pattern between participants, each interviewee was able 

to describe their own connection.  For example, two participants described the breakdown of 

a personal relationship as somehow triggered or healed by the logging events, while another 

described how death of a family member was a reminder to keep pushing at halting the 

logging.   

Preventing the logging event was often seen as the most straightforward action to 

reduce the experience of grief.  Action is not uncommon following other forms of loss.  For 

example, the organisation Mothers Against Drunk Driving was founded by a mother who had 

lost her child in an automobile accident (MADD 2015).  In the Ghost, ‘action’ took very 

different forms, through writing, activism, holding a position on a local decision-making body, 

or photography.  Yet each of these actions were attributed to and driven by the sadness and 

anger about the activities in the valley.  As stated earlier, some of these actions (especially 

writing and photography) were also forms of lament ritual.  However, sometimes the writing 

and photography was driven by grief and sometimes the writing was inspired by a need for 

action.  Interestingly, due to humanity’s role in the destruction, Jamie‘s form of action was to 

focus on nature itself: 

‘It’s not even so much about us.  Like we’re the ones perpetrating the crime… the 

most active resistance I can do is to be connected [to the earth].’ 

I have labelled this sort of action ‘conscious inaction’, and will return to it in Chapter 7.  Note, 

it is still a very powerful form of action, but directed inwardly rather than outwardly.  Sam 

expressed a similar statement, suggesting:  
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‘We can write [letters], we can spread the word, we can take people in there and be 

good stewards, we can clean up, but those are the… I think normal and expected 

actions… they’re all defensive actions… What can we do with this collective feeling 

of… grief and discontent?’ 

 

 As a researcher, I was expecting people to talk about action.  I was even expecting 

people to talk about their subsequent pull away from activism after their experience.  

Perhaps the most unexpected response was the continual sentiments of hope.  There was 

hope that although the current logging project was unlikely to change, perhaps future logging 

practices would be different.  There was hope that the subsequent generation will be more 

successful at environmental action.  Reassurance was even given by the ecosystem itself: 

‘the bottom line is still: nature will rebound’ (Oli).  Again, this is analogous to other forms of 

grief.  Even despite a terminal prognosis, each and every patient that Kübler-Ross 

encountered held on to some notion of hope (1970).  Cilliers states that hope and lament are 

‘two sides of the same coin’ (2007, p.159) while Elder (1994) asserts grief and hope are 

intricately connected through the concept of wholeness.  One would not lament if they did 

not believe change may truly happen.       

 

 Change has indeed come to the Ghost Valley: politically, economically, and 

geographically.  The people that I interviewed have responded in multiple ways, but one 

shared attribute is their sense of loss, which I assert takes the form of ecological grief.  This 

grief aligns with other forms of grieving by both leading to mourning (including lament), 

action, and hope.  Similarly, there are resulting physical or physiological reactions, a 

tendency to assign guilt or blame, and often a change in life beliefs.  Although all forms of 

grief are influenced by culture and follow unique and individual processes, ecological grief is 
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a unique phenomenon that differs from other forms of grief in a few important ways.  It is 

these differences which will now be explored.    
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Chapter 5: Spectrums and Progressions 

 

Figure 5.1: Depiction of a continuum of tree loss: intact forest in the foreground, recent clearcut in the 
middle ground, and mature clearcut in the background beginning to show regrowth.  Photograph by 
author, 3 April 2016.  Deer Ridge trail, Kananaskis, Alberta.  

 

 In the preceding chapter I developed the case that ecological grief is a true form of 

grief by highlighting the commonalities between the two emotional processes.  In this 

chapter, I begin to develop a typology describing how ecological grief differs in subtle but 

important ways from other forms of loss.   

 As stated previously, the five-step framework of Kübler-Ross did not align particularly 

well with most experiences in the Ghost.  However, one emotion and stage corresponded 

strongly: anger.  When death involves a loved one, anger can be illogical, sporadic and 

shameful.  People may feel angry with themselves, with the person who died, or with the 
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medical staff trying to save their loved one’s life, even in cases where none of these feelings 

are justified.  Anger may be harboured for other people, objects, and frequently at God.  

Anger may disappear or re-appear at unexpected times (Kübler-Ross and Kessler 2005). 

 Within the Ghost, antagonism was directed at multiple entities, including the logging 

company, the previous government, the government of the day, and visitors to the valley 

using off-highway-vehicles illegally.  Importantly, the anger was very pointed.  It was easy to 

follow the train of thought that led to the anger.  The anger could be said to be rational and 

reasonable, and was frequently logical, directed, and the first thing that people discussed 

openly with me.  It was not shameful.  Most distinctively, it evolved over time.  When asked 

about the community event in November, Jamie and Robin mentioned a high amount of 

anger directed at the logging company.  By the time I interviewed people in April, only two 

focused their anger on the company.  Instead, people were angry at government, and in 

particular the ‘bureaucrats’ (advisors working behind elected officials).  Anger at government 

evolved further into a broader expression of anger at the system.  Specifically, the close 

relationship between Alberta’s political and economic system (the ‘marriage’ of resource-

extraction and politics), the absence of scientific integrity with reporting, and the lack of 

enforcement of environmental laws.      

‘[the bureaucrats] hold a huge balance of power, but they don’t answer to anybody.  

And that’s a big weakness in our system.’ (Adrian)    

‘It’s the whole system that’s broken… from the government, all the way down’ (Kelly) 

 

This progression of anger was likely a symptom of a greater emotional process, what 

I distinguished as coping with ‘dull’ versus ‘sharp’ versions of ecological grief.  Several 

participants mentioned the mere accumulation of environmental effects as the most jarring.  

It wasn’t just about the trees being cut, or animal habitats destroyed, or increased erosion, 

but the sheer amount of problems at once that was wearisome.  Ray described these as 
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‘low-level, high frequency’ occurrences while Bill likened it to ‘low intensity warfare’.  This 

‘dull’ ecological grief was attributed to phenomena such as increased traffic and recreational 

use of the valley, phenology changes, and climate change narratives.  These were the day-

in, day-out experiences, aggravations, and worries that came with living in an 

environmentally unstable world.  On the other hand, ‘sharp’ forms of grief were ascribed to 

the clearcut logging events or the 2013 flood.  In a way, the logging event triggered a 

recognition of other forms of loss or change.  Or perhaps that recognition was already there; 

the recent flood and logging events just gave the participants a common point of reference 

for those inside and outside the valley.  Something to point to and say, ‘there – that’s why I’m 

feeling grief’.  

These sentiments of compounding loss are also found in literature.  Sartore et al. 

(2007) describe the mental health aspects of drought.  They conclude it’s not the large 

changes (like dust storms or the unpredictability of seasons) but actually the smaller events 

(such as the loss of a personal garden) which often act as the catalyst for negative health 

effects (Sartore et al. 2007).  It’s an example of the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s 

back.  

A similar phenomenon was explored by sociologist E.P. Thompson in 1971, who 

studied the 18th century English food riots.  Prior studies concluded riots occurred merely 

due to immense hunger: people were crazed with starvation into mob mentality.  However, 

Thompson argued against this ‘spasmodic view’ (p.76) and proposed instead that people 

were rioting because they saw a disintegration of a food economy based on equity and 

fairness into an economy based on greed (Thompson 1971).  People weren’t rioting the 

mere lack of food, people were rioting what the new food system represented: inequality and 

an end to a communal way of life. 

Likewise, those who are engaging in activism in the Ghost Valley are concurrently 

opposing the act of cutting and what it symbolises: disrespect of the natural world and a 

disregard for the people who love the valley.  As two participants put it, the activities in the 
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valley represent an ‘erosion of the [wilderness] ideal’ (Charlie), and a sense of loss regarding 

the rural way of life: ‘Modern times has come to the woods’ (Taylor).  These sentiments also 

hint at the existence of a nature-culture binary, which will be explored further in Chapter 6. 

The term ‘erosion’ in Charlie’s quote suggests the process of change in the valley is 

not yet complete, and there is apprehension for more loss and grief to come.  Bill likened the 

experience of ecological grief to watching someone die from a terminal illness, while Taylor 

suggested, ‘I think we’re nervous, it’s an uncertain future’.  I personally had a much stronger 

emotional and visceral reaction standing in a healthy forest that was destined to be cut than 

standing on a recently harvested slope.  The anticipation of knowing the entirety of what was 

going to be lost was much worse than observing the aftermath.  It wasn’t just trees, but the 

intrinsic value of the forest and the peace that comes from being there that was going to be 

destroyed as well. 

‘We still have more harvest to come… it’s almost at a point where I’m feeling the 

anxiety and grief for what it to come.’ (Lee) 

 

As suggested by Bill’s analogy to terminal illness, this anticipatory grief is actually 

quite common when coping with complex loss (Kübler-Ross and Kessler 2005).  In the case 

of degenerative diseases like Huntington’s or Alzheimer’s, grief often begins before the final 

biological death, as pieces of one’s personality, memory, or independence begin to 

disappear.  

Related to this anticipation of loss, Joanna Macy developed frameworks for working 

through ‘despair-work’.  She characterises despair-work as the psychological grappling with 

apocalyptic futures and climate change (Macy 1991).  In her words, ‘A dread of what is 

happening to our future [that] stays on the fringes of awareness, too deep to name and too 

fearsome to face’ (Macy 1991, p.16).  Furthermore, in despair-work one cannot fully ‘accept’ 

the loss because it hasn’t happened yet (Macy 1991).  I agree that despair-work and the 
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process of grief that occurs after a death are different phenomena.  What I propose is unique 

to ecological grief, is that they may occur simultaneously.  It is a combination of grieving 

what is already absent with apprehension of further loss.  An attempt to accept and grieve 

the losses that have already happened are disrupted by the inability to accept losses that 

haven’t yet happened (despair-work).   

It may not even be easy to distinguish what is gone and what remains.  In cases of 

environmental change, presence and absence are not straightforward distinctions.  Rather, 

‘environmental losses are intermittent, chronic, cumulative, and without obvious beginnings 

and endings’ (Windle 1992, p.365).  There is very rarely an identifiable ‘death’ per se.  Often 

it’s a slow decline, subtle shifts, or mere numbers on a graph.  After a death, mourners are 

often advised by medical staff to view the body; this is to psychologically accept that their 

loved one is gone (Windle 1992).  How does one grieve an ecosystem when there’s no body 

or proof of death?  Are trees truly ‘absent’ if one can still see them out their kitchen window, 

sees regrowth, or knows there are trees existing on the next mountain? (Figure 5.1).  In 

ecological grief, often what is being mourned is a landscape as a whole, a feeling, or a 

memory.  Perhaps people don’t even know what they are grieving or even that they are 

grieving.  Instead of absence and presence being a black-and-white distinction, there are 

shades of absence.     

‘Here’s the thing.  If you lose a person, after your grieving period, you can kind of 

place it.  You know, you keep a little momento and that’s it... ‘cause you’ve dealt with 

it… [ecological grief] is like having fresh grief for twenty years.’ (Oli) 

 

As mentioned, I was given the opportunity to walk through a future clearcut site.  My 

guide, Alex, told me the hot-pink ribbons tied to several of the trees indicated the location of 

future logging roads.  In one place, a long line of ribbons meandered their way into the 

forest: a road hovering in mid-air.  Although the forest was now silent, void of any machinery 
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or sign of future destruction except these ribbons, I had already begun to perceive and 

grieve the absence of the trees.  The spell of the forest had been broken.  Not in any major 

way, perhaps imperceptible if I hadn’t been looking, but I felt a distinct sense of something 

being slowly chipped away.        

It is important to note that the abstract quality of absence doesn’t necessarily make 

ecological grief any harder to process or come to terms with.  Indeed, it may actually be 

helpful.  Taylor made the point that ‘change that’s done slowly is typically easier to adapt to’.  

Kelly suggested the condensed timeline of the cut was what exacerbated their grief.  Under 

the 25-year plan, ‘there would just be little tracks that would be cut.  And then as they do this 

one and this one, you see this one growing in’ (Kelly).  Essentially, the loss would be easier 

to cope with if it was drawn out. 

Is losing a loved one to sudden death more difficult than watching a loved one die 

painfully over the course of several years?  Both forms of death result in emotional pain.  

Both result in grief.  In the case of drawn-out death, grief may take the form of anticipatory 

grief, but it does not mean one didn’t grieve (Kübler-Ross and Kessler 2005).  Whether or 

not the experience of ecological grief varies depending on the timescale of destruction is a 

topic that could be explored in further research.  Additionally, exploring whether degrees of 

absence hinder or assist the process of grief would be an appropriate future study.   

There is one particular shade of absence that merits more detailed examination: 

mourning something that isn’t fully lost through interaction with what remains.  I am referring 

to the distinct role the forest and other natural spaces played in providing solace to several 

participants.  Ironically, it seems that when we grieve the environment, one of the only 

sources of consolation are experiences of the natural world.  

‘When I do have those [bad] days… I go for a walk in the forest, I look at the beauty 

around me, and you know what?  I come back to the house, and I feel that spirit – 

that drive – again.’ (Kelly) 
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‘There’s still an incredible amount of natural beauty here… I choose I think more to 

enjoy what’s still there to be enjoyed, than to focus on the things that do sadden me.’ 

(Charlie) 

 

Notably, the labyrinth walk and stroll down to the river during the November 

community event both took place in the same natural setting that was being publicly 

mourned.  Furthermore, these examples of complex consolation did not seem to exacerbate 

grief, as I predicted, but rather made participants appreciate the remaining forest even more.  

This can be explained by applying classic grief theory to the notion of shades of absence.  

LeBlanc et al. explain that grief may arise from ‘the withdrawal of psychobiological regulation 

previously provided by the deceased’ (2016, p.98).  In the case of ecological grief however, 

people may still be able to tap into that emotional support, they just need to find a new 

natural space in which to do so.   

The concept of ‘solastalgia’ was introduced in Chapter 2: the sense of longing 

associated with losing an environment that provides solace (Albrecht 2006).  In subsequent 

work, Albrecht et al. introduced the concept of psychoterratic illnesses, which describe ‘earth 

related mental illness’ related to the ‘severing of healthy links between themselves and their 

home/territory’ (2007, p.95).  I assert that some levels of solastalgia have occurred in the 

Ghost.  However, this case study does not align with the definition or experience of 

psychoterratic illnesses, likely because the links between one’s home and one’s self have 

not been fully severed.  This is due to the patchwork nature of clearcut logging: in a sense, 

although some part of the environment is lost, there are parts of the valley that remain 

‘untouched’.  This case represents a spectrum of loss, rather than discrete loss (Figure 5.1).   

 

In Chapter 4 I asserted ecological grief is a valid form of grieving.  I propose further 

that it is a form of exceptional grief, in the sense that it has certain peculiarities. In the case 
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of the Ghost, participants experienced a combination of ‘sharp’ and ‘dull’ grief, which in turn 

resulted in a combination of anticipatory grief, despair-work, and grief simultaneously.  Anger 

was not diffuse or illogical, but rather pointed and progressed through time.  As well, the very 

ambiguity related to environmental degradation led to the presence of ‘shades of absence’, 

which in turn added new complexities to the notion of healing-based environments.  More 

particular characteristics of ecological grief are considered in Chapter 6. 

Ecological grief is not the only form of grief that is exceptional.  Kübler-Ross and 

Kessler (2005) provide several examples of loss that incur particular forms of grieving, such 

as suicide, or in cases of multiple losses at once.  Both of these forms of grief require unique 

coping mechanisms and specialised grief counselling.  I propose ecological grief may also 

require more specialised forms of counseling, rituals, or acts of mourning in order to be 

processed in a healthy way.  This is explored further in Chapter 7.   
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Chapter 6: Peculiarities of Ecological Grief  

 

Figure 6.1: Coyote carcass in the Atkinson Creek logging site (May 2015).  Feature of Deep Cuts 
photography series by Olivier Du Tré, landscape photographer and environmental activist.  
Permission granted by artist.  

 

 The case for ecological grief has thus far been built on associations: comparing 

ecological grief to other forms of grief by highlighting their similarities and differences.  In this 

chapter, I explore the uniqueness of ecological grief: the patterns that arose not through 

comparative analysis, but rather organically by listening to people’s experience of the natural 

world.  They highlight the complex relationship humans have with the natural world, in more 

ways than merely grieving it.   

 Throughout this study, I have used terms such as ‘natural spaces’ or ‘natural world’ 

to distinguish those places that are designed by and for humans from those which are not.  

Many environmental authors and thinkers have highlighted this subjective distinction, 

proposing it is indicative of the strong nature-culture binary propagated by Western society: 

a psychological division of the human sphere from the ecological (Latour 1993, Cronon 
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1996, Morton 2012).  This is often contrasted with more ‘holistic’ perspectives, which view 

the human species as intricately woven into the ecological system (Næss 1973, Ingold 

1993).  Indeed, some cultures do not understand the word ‘nature’, because there is no 

comparative term or concept (Pálsson 1996).  In this worldview, humans are nature.   

 There are two observations related to this binary that are of consequence to 

ecological grief.  Firstly, two participants compared the grief felt after the 2013 flood and the 

recent logging events, finding the ‘natural’ flood to be much easier to deal with than the 

anthropogenic logging event.  Ray found a certain joy in the flood, because it returned the 

landscape to its more natural state: ‘nature reverting itself.’  Charlie asserted the flood was ‘a 

nature-produced event – so that’s a little different’ and alluded that it was much easier to 

grieve.  I highlight this distinction because it provides hope for the process of ecological grief: 

people found the binary helpful when coping with loss.  It allowed an explanation or reason 

behind loss, perhaps akin to the comfort religious people may find in God’s plan or fate.  

When the problem lay externally out in nature, there was reduced guilt and sadness.  When 

the problem lay within the human sphere, there was more remorse, anger, and distrust.  This 

distinction could have implications for counselling: different rituals, discussions, or resources 

may be needed in the context of ‘nature’ versus ‘human’ caused ecological loss.   

 The second observation was much more subtle.  When asked about their emotional 

response to the valley, participants frequently answered with a description of the negative 

ecological effects (such as increased flood potential and effects on wildlife).  I would 

continue to probe, hoping for an answer that alluded to their emotional process.  It took me 

some time to realise people were telling me their emotional process, I just wasn’t listening 

properly.  My own internal nature-culture binary had already made the distinction between 

internal emotional state and external ecological effects.  In actual fact, the distinction 

became blurred: their emotional experience was reflected in their description of the 

environmental effects.  For example, the erosion of the soil communicated their feelings of 

an eroding sense of place.  Taylor felt as though the people of the valley (just like the moss 
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and understory) were being crushed: ‘Our safety was nobody’s concern… we’re just part of 

the environment too… people are being trampled on too’.  When I asked about their 

emotional journey, people mentioned the displacement of wolves because they grieved the 

movement of wolves.  Although participants may have adhered to the nature-culture binary 

as expected, what was unexpected was the affiliation between emotional and ecological 

effects for some.  

 The wolves were a major player in the story of the Ghost.  Not only was their 

migration noted and absence grieved, but at least three participants mentioned mourning 

with wolves and other animals in the area.   

‘In a lot of ways the acceptance piece that I’ve come to has come from my mourning 

with the earth, instead of mourning about it or mourning it… maybe even seeing the 

wolves howling at night as the mourning.’ (Jamie) 

‘Even the way animals take it.  You can tell when you have your pets in the area (that 

have known the area) even they look around and you can tell they see everything is 

different.’ (Lee) 

 

For some, the system itself seemed to be grieving.  Taylor described their affinity with 

the term ‘ecological grief’ because it ‘begins to capture… the idea that this loss is happening 

within a system.’  Humans are no longer the only players affected, but merely one actor in a 

complex system.  Again, this notion blurs the distinction between nature and culture.   

Sentiments of mourning with nonhuman natures is not new to the environmental 

humanities.  These views are constructed loosely on early-20th century writer von Uexküll’s 

concept of Umwelt, which recognises all living organisms have an independent experience 

of the world (2001).  In turn, Umwelt attributes non-humans agency: the ability to affect their 

surroundings (von Uexküll 2001).  Since then, many studies have included nonhuman actors 

as part of social analyses (Callon 1986, Haraway 2003, Smith 2013, van Dooren 2014).  The 
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Ghost Valley is another example of such a study: each actor in the system – wolves, 

humans, trees, moss – have affected others in the system while also being affected.  This 

concept of ‘affect’ was introduced in Chapter 2 in the context of emotions and place, which 

are equally shaped by one another.  In the Ghost, not only are actors affecting one another, 

perhaps they are simultaneously grieving as well.  Van Dooren explores this concept in his 

multi-species ethnography studying the extinction of crows in Hawaii: ‘This would be a mode 

of mourning that does not announce the uniqueness of the human’ but instead draws us ‘into 

company with crows and others to grieve for the loss of a world that includes us’ (2014, 

p.18).  In the Ghost, this concurrent grief appears to have positively affected at least Jamie, 

by providing a sense of acceptance.         

Acceptance in the context of grief is not about being all right with the death, but 

accepting the reality of loss (Kübler Ross 1970).  One may accept loss without ever agreeing 

it was the right thing to have happened.  In the Ghost Valley, very few participants found the 

situation acceptable, but most showed signs of at least being on the journey toward 

accepting the loss.   

What seemed to inhibit full acceptance however, was the repeated concept of double 

loss.  In Chapter 5, the simultaneous loss of forest and what that represented – a 

deterioration of a sense of place – was given as an example of compounding loss.  Similarly, 

many participants described the logging of the forest as not only destroying past history, but 

preventing any sort of future as well.  Bird-Rose has described this phenomenon as a 

‘double-death’: future and past are both eradicated by a single action (2006).  In a sense, 

several participants were grieving what the places could have been, had the forest 

remained. 

‘Specific places I’ve walked and the experiences I’ve had there… the sense that 

that’s lost and permanently gone, and won’t ever be the same.’ (Robin)  

‘I’m watching a piece of history slowly being obliterated.’ (Adrian) 
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 Double losses were not only temporal.  Many participants reflected on the loss of 

habitat and safe spaces for wildlife; Oli communicated this particularly clearly in his 

photograph of a coyote carcass (Figure 6.1) and elaborates on the story behind the 

photograph in Appendix III.  Ray shared how the loss of livelihood of a neighbour due to the 

logging events ‘magnified my [own] loss’.  Sam and Kelly mentioned the diminishing sense 

of safety or freedom as more visitors come to the valley for recreational use and shooting.  

Finally, two participants alluded to spiritual impacts through the loss of sacred spaces, such 

as the destruction of Aboriginal ceremonial land (Lee).  Robin mentioned the logging 

company had made ‘what to me is a spiritual, sacred site – like a holy place – a commodity 

for sale and development.’   Participants may have begun to come to terms with the reality of 

the clearcut logging, but there are several other secondary ‘deaths’ that have yet to be 

accepted fully.  For how can one accept a loss that is indescribable or intangible?   

 

 Posing certain forms of grief as ‘unique’ is somewhat of a misnomer: all forms of grief 

are to some extent unique.  All forms are difficult, hard to describe, and somewhat intangible.  

Nevertheless, ecological grief is inimitable due to its coinciding ‘in-here, out-there’ feature.  

It’s simultaneously personal and communal, existential and practical, selfish and altruistic.  It 

reminds us of the line often drawn between ‘nature’ and ‘culture’, and erases that line.  It 

opens up discussions of mourning with nature.  It leads to a recognition of successive loss, 

double loss, double death, perhaps even triple or multiple death.  Likely, a greater 

understanding of these intricacies is not only possible through further research, but important 

in the context of ecological grief counselling.      
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Chapter 7: Conclusions 

In response to environmental degradation, there is a constant talk of action.  Targets 

to reach, cleaner technologies to develop, letters to write, protests to plan.  We’re a society 

on the move, and often this busyness obscures the emotional and psychological toll of 

environmental change.  Our paradigms may be shifting along with the seasons, but we’re 

often so busy tackling each issue we barely have time to reflect on what these changes truly 

mean, or what effect they are having on us psychologically. 

In a sense, conscious inaction is warranted: not as protest, not as an excuse or 

avoidance, not as rest from the outward action, but as a way of coming to grips with our 

altered future.  The actions an individual or society takes toward creating a more-ecologically 

minded world are critically important.  However, I assert that recognising the need for 

internal reflective work is just as important as a call to action.  The term ‘ecological grief’ 

provides a framework through which this work can take place.  Importantly, this grief is most 

likely to lead to healing when it is turned outward toward the social world – discussed and 

recognised – rather than becoming entirely self-absorbed or focussed on despair.   

The process of grieving is important for mental and physical health.  It is the way the 

body adjusts to life after loss: it’s an evolutionary adaptation (Archer 1999).  Grieving 

provides a way of naming loss, coping with loss, and re-examining future.  The term 

ecological grief then, despite its name, can provide an avenue for hope.  Grief can be 

understood, tackled, and worked through in a healthy way.  Perhaps admitting that one 

cared deeply for an ecosystem and beginning to work through what this loss represents is 

the first step toward coming to grips with accelerating environmental change.  There have 

been a number of proposed frameworks to aid with the process of ecological loss, including 

Macy’s ‘despair and empowerment’ work (1991) and Thorton’s ‘wisdom training’ (1993).   

However, admitting grief may be the hardest part.  Societally, it seems easier to talk 

about the mitigations needed to respond to global environmental change because that’s 
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been the narrative for over thirty years.  Grief is unexpected and more difficult.  To grieve is 

to be vulnerable.  To admit to grieving the loss of an ecosystem is to put your personal 

ethics, values, and hypocritical actions on display for judgement, because ecological issues 

are never just ecological.  They are simultaneously political, cultural, spiritual, and economic.  

Yet, as Bill points out, ‘grief is a very normal feeling… it’s part of the human 

experience of every human being’s experience.’  It’s a concept that is relatable; a point of 

reference.  Therefore ecological grief has the potential to be relatable and respected.  What 

seems to be getting in the way is the sociopolitical complications that come along with 

admitting grief.  However, all grieving does is show care for the entity that was lost.  This 

could be the common rallying point.  Each and every person that I spoke to, interview 

participant or otherwise, cared for the Ghost.  Evidently this was shown in vastly different 

ways due to personality and societal norms; but one common factor was care.  Perhaps the 

common and relatable language of ‘grief’ can go some way toward understanding what the 

natural environment truly means to Albertans.  

 This study of the Ghost Valley provides a typology against which other cases of 

ecological grief – individual, communal, or societal – can be compared and contrasted.  It 

provides regulators, citizens, and politicians a tool to understand some of the social effects in 

response to environmental projects.  This is an ideal time for Alberta, and Canada as a 

whole, to re-assess the future of environmental planning.  In June 2016, the federal 

government announced a public review of the environmental impact assessment process 

(Government of Canada 2016).  Traditionally, this process includes a social impact 

assessment, which has often been limited to sound pollution, demographic changes, and 

economic factors (Hanna 2009).  However, it is clear there are more social impacts from 

environmental projects than economics and demographics.  A corresponding psychological 

assessment would be prudent; as would offering grief counselling to those connected to the 

area in question.    
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As suggested in the analysis, this research leads to many further questions.  The 

long-term effects of ecological grief are unknown: is it truly an experience that lasts for many 

years, as some participants believe, or do people adjust to their new surroundings more 

readily than they think?  Moreover, those who participated in the research had the ability and 

privilege to grieve the Ghost.  This research missed recording the experiences of those who 

work for the logging company, children, and people without the financial or personal means 

to explore the valley.  Would these groups respond differently?  Additionally, do the 

ecological grief counselling frameworks listed above actually help with the coping process?  

A comparative before-after counselling analysis would be applicable. 

There is further work to be done on ecological grief in Alberta.  In May 2016, a forest 

fire in northern Alberta led to the largest urban evacuation in Canadian history, leaving over 

500 000 hectares burned (The Globe and Mail 2016).  I predict many will be simultaneously 

grieving their homes, businesses, communities, and much-loved natural spaces in the years 

to come.  It is my hope that Alberta becomes a place in which it is safe and acceptable to do 

so openly.  
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Appendix I: Research Participants 

 

 

Name Descriptor 

Real Names 

Bill Phipps 
Environmental activist and United Church of 

Canada minister 

Olivier Du Tré 
Local photographer and environmental 

activist 

Pseudonyms 

Sam Local proprietor  

Adrian 

Residents 
 

Jamie 

Robin 

Lee 

Kelly 

Taylor 

Charlie 

Alex 

Ray 
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Appendix II: Interview Questions 

 

Key:  

(L) = logistical/openers/general information gathering 

(R) = main research question (are responses similar between ecological grief and other 

forms of grief?) 

 

Study Propositions  

(S) = shades of absence  

(C) = community 

(T) = temporal   

(M) = memory 

 

 

1. What is your relationship to the Ghost River Valley? (L)  Do you live, work, or visit 

there?  

2. Have you experienced a sense of loss due to recent landscape changes in the 

Valley?  What do you think caused that? (L/S) 

3. [provide a definition of ecological/environmental grief]  Do you believe you are 

experiencing a form of ecological grief? (L) 

4. Do you think the language of ‘ecological grief’ accurately depicts what you are 

feeling?  [If not]: what language would you use? (S/R) 

5. How would you describe your grief? (R)  

6. Would you describe your grief as an emotional response?  Physical response?  Have 

you experienced any physical symptoms of grief? (loss of appetite or sleep, 

depression, etc.) (R)  

7. How do you think your grief is expressed?  (Words?  Actions?  Rituals?  Silence?) 

(R) 

8. Have you noticed a change in the way you perceive the Ghost Valley? (R/M/T) 

9. How did you feel two years ago?  A year ago?  Have you noticed a change in your 

emotional state over the past six months? (M/T)  

10. Flash-forward three years.  Do you see yourself still living in the Ghost Valley?  

Describe your life there. (T) 

11. How would you describe your relationship to your neighbours?  Has it changed over 

the past four years? (C)  

12. Do you speak openly about your grief to others? (friends, family, neighbours) (C) 

13. Would you describe your experience of ecological grief as similar to other 

experiences of grief?  [If similar]: In what ways are the two experiences similar?  [if 

different]: how are the experiences different? (R) 

14. When and where do you feel grief most strongly?  (M/R) 

15. Have you felt any solace or sense of healing for your grief?  [If so]: where did it come 

from?  [If not]: why do you think that is? (R) 

16. Would it make a difference to your grief if partial retention logging (as opposed to 

clear-cut logging) was conducted? (S) 

17. Would it make a difference to your grief if the logging was conducted over twenty-five 

years instead of three? (T/S) 
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18. Have you observed ecological grief others [ie: in your 

neighbours/friends/colleagues/family members/community members/etc.]?  If so, how 

did/do you know they were/are grieving? (C) 

19. Have you been involved in any of the grief workshops (held at Kings Fold Retreat 

Centre in November 2015)?  [If so]: Please describe your experience before, after, 

and during the workshops.  Were they helpful for processing your grief? (L/R) 

20. Classic grief theory (from the 1960s) outlines 5 steps to the grieving process: denial, 

anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance [give a brief description of each].  Do 

you think your experience reflects this process?  Why or why not?  (R) 
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Appendix III: Sample Interview Transcript  

 

Tuesday, April 19th, 2016, 5:30 – 7:20 PM 

Gravity Expresso and Wine Bar (909 10th Street SE, Calgary AB) 

                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

Some affirmative words, like ‘mhm’ and ‘right’ of the opposite speaker have been omitted. 

Olivier Du Tré (Oli for short) is a local photographer and environmental activist living in 

Calgary, who has been involved with the Stop Ghost Clearcut Initiative.  He gave consent for 

his real name to be used, and shared some of his photographs.   

 

Recording started at 6:05 PM.   

Amy:   Sorry, I cut you off?  

Oli:   Yeah no worries.  Um, where was I?  

Amy:   Um, you were talking about the ‘emotional person’ that you’ve become?  

Oli:  Oh yeah yeah.  (pause) Yeah it’s just funny how that goes, it’s just funny how 

that went.  ‘Cause I wasn’t prepared for it – I just wasn’t.  And all of a sudden 

I’m like struggling with these… big questions.  You know?  That needed to be 

answered for me, and it all… kind of… just went back to that series.  It went 

back to the photography part of my life.  So right now, I’ve kind of put this 

series on hold a little bit, because my life is in fucking turmoil.     

Amy:  Is this the one that was up in here? [Referring to the Gravity Wine and 

Expresso Bar]  

Oli:   No.  No I have – there’s one photograph that will be shown… 

1:00 – 2:10: Brief discussion about Oli’s upcoming photography show at the Southern 

Alberta Jubilee Auditorium at the end of April 2016.  

Amy:  How do you pick one photograph?  Like, how do you go about doing that?  

Oli:  Ah, it was pretty simple to pick one in this series.   

Amy:   What was it?  

Oli:  When I was out with [two community members] one day and we stumbled 

onto a dead coyote carcass in the middle of a cutblock.  

Amy:   Wow.  Death upon death.  

Oli:   Well that whole photograph is like, you see the cut- 

Amy:   Oh that’s the one you sent me! 

Oli:  Yeah, it’s part of it.  And that photograph raises so many questions, right?  

Like, “well, did that coyote die of old age?  Did that coyote die because it 

didn’t find any shelter?  Was it attacked by predators because of the 

openness of the cutblock?  Was it shot?” Right?  Because of, “now I can site 

my riffle at 500 yards!  Oh there’s a coyote.”  There’s so much crap like that.  
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And there’s so many other questions that you can derive from that.  Like the 

circle of life thing – it’s brutal.  And that photograph shows it all.  It shows the 

impact of… it can show the impact of logging on nature.  It doesn’t - I’m not 

saying that the two are connected, but that’s the question that you can ask 

through that photograph. 

 So this series has had a big impact on… yeah, who I am basically.  Um, and I 

wasn’t prepared for that.  It just happened.  It just um, kind of created itself by 

thinking about what I was doing.  

3:33 – 5:07: Discussion of how people seem to care more about wolves than coyotes.  Amy 

gave more detail on the research project.  

Oli:  Yeah, I mean, it’s a nice term (‘ecological grief’ or ‘environmental’ whatever) 

… 

Amy:   So do you think that term describes what you’re feeling?  

Oli:  (pause) That’s a good question actually.  Like, I definitely know that for some 

people in the Ghost Valley, yeah.  I’m not directly affected.  There’s people 

that… um, like [a business operator in the area] 

Amy:   The [X company]?  

Oli:  Yep, exactly.  They have been hugely affected – like both emotionally and 

economically.  And nobody fucking cares.  

Amy:   And they get no compensation.   

Oli:  They get nothing.  Not even like support from… (change of thought) You 

would almost think… like come on, if your backyard was taken out, how would 

you feel?  “We’re going to put some concrete in, because the city thinks it’s 

better, or your neighbours are going to be better off as a parking stall”, 

whatever.  I don’t know, I wouldn’t be happy.  It’s the same thing – 

government overrides whatever.  You have no say in this.  And that’s what 

I’ve been feeling in this whole story is: you can jump through the hoops, and 

it’s going to take a lot of time, and a lot of strength (like emotional strength), to 

do all this (and a lot of frickin’ time) that those people in the group… they’ve 

just donated their lives basically to help out everybody else in the Ghost 

Valley.  And it’s basically seven people that run the show – it’s a very small 

group.  Some of them have had medical issues because of this struggle, so 

do they grieve?  Fuck yeah.  

Amy:  And so do you see that as physical grief?  Depression, lack of sleep…? 

Oli: Yeah!  Oh, yeah.  Exactly, yeah.  It’s depressing.  So, it’s good for the group 

to have some, once in a while, to have some new blood that could, you know, 

keep the ball rolling so to speak.  ‘Cause yeah, it’s hard.  It’s hard because 

you’re fighting government… 

7:41 – 9:37: Discussion of the bureaucracy of the government structure (repetition of 

departments such as Fish and Wildlife, Environment and Parks, and Forestry and 

Agriculture), but nothing ‘really’ gets done.  According to Oli, this confusion of departments 

allows the logging company to evade proper regulation.  
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Amy:  So thinking of, um, your story back in 2012 when you first came across the 

cutblock.  Um, would you mind describing that a little bit more?  Do you think 

that you experienced grief in that moment?  Do you think that was ecological 

grief?  

Oli:  In that moment, no, I don’t think it was grief.  It was anger.  Maybe that falls 

under grief, (as one of those five steps probably) of grief.  What was it - 

anger, disbelief… what are the steps of grief?  

Amy:   Ah well there’s ‘denial’, ‘anger’, ‘bargaining’, ‘acceptance’, and ‘depression’. 

Oli:  It was denial!  Yes.  Anyways, yeah, I was mad.  I was angry.  Um… to a 

point where, yeah, I was almost crying.  (pause) I mean... It was tough.  And 

that’s… that’s where I drew the energy from to like, the anger to start this 

series.  Because I was what they call a ‘greatest hits’ photographer – I only 

photographed beautiful things.  And stuff that I like.  This was going out of my 

comfort zone.  You know, this was literally like almost photographing feelings.     

Amy:   Hmmm… wow.   

Oli:  Yeah.  Like right now I have a hard time photographing, because I get so 

overwhelmed by seeing all that.  Like then I was kind of on the outside a little 

bit more, but now it’s frickin’ tough.  After you see… like I’ve been anywhere – 

basically I’ve seen every cutblock between Sundre and the south (highway 

3)… Oh, what’s that called? 

Amy:  Castle area?  

Oli: Yeah, I went there!  So everything in between.  I’ve seen everything.  And it’s 

amazing, like how destroyed - not only forests, but habitats.  And even the 

recreational stuff… 

11:50 – 13:47: Discussion of the Ghost Valley as a ‘multi-use zone’ (mixture of economic, 

commercial, and recreation activities).  Oli mentioned the lack of soil in the Ghost Valley due 

to excessive OHV use.   

Oli: So once the top soil erodes, um, you come onto the clay layer.  And once that 

clay layer dries out, it turns into sand.  And I can show you photographs of 

like the landscape blowing away.  You know literally blowing away.  There’s 

this much sand (showing approximately 10 inches between his hands) I can 

hardly drive through it with my truck – it’s that deep of sand.  (pause) So are 

people getting depressed by it?  Yeah, totally.  Not only by nature 

disappearing, but also (especially in this group) by… the lack of… the lack of 

the ability to make change, right?  It seems like we’re stuck.   

14:39 – 19:28: Discussion of Oli’s experience at a planning meeting for the next stage in the 

South Saskatchewan Regional Plan (2020-2040).  He asserts there is a failure to realise the 

importance of water in these plans.  As well, there is a lack of scientific rigor being done in 

the area, and the scale of the hydrological assessments are too large (watershed rather than 

sub-basin scale).  Oli encouraged Amy to visit the site.  

Oli: Everybody I take out to a clearcut… I mean, sometimes I just want to take 

friends: “You need to see this.”   

Amy:   And what’s their reaction?  



46 
 

Oli:  Well they’re like, “Oh that’s not here.”  And I’m like, “yeah this is 50 minutes 

from Calgary!  Just come with me.” Right?   

Amy:  And do they?  

Oli: Um, I’ve taken two so far.  And they were both in disbelief.  Like, “how can 

they do this?” And also recently we met with a bunch of Mount Royal 

University students.   

Amy:   Oh interesting!  

Oli:   Yeah, that was hilarious actually.  

Amy:  Do you know what type of students they were?  Like were they hydrologists or 

geologists?  

Oli:   It was… CAD students? (so the drawing guys).   

Amy:   Oh really?  Okay so it wasn’t like environmental science or anything like that?  

Oli:  No, but it was all linked to environmental issues.  Like one guy, um, was 

measuring noise pollution, the other was erosion, but they all had to like map 

3D modelling or whatever.  Anyways, so [another community member] was 

showing them around in the morning, and then around noon I met up with 

them.  And they had seen Richards Road, so they went on Richards Road, 

and at Kangienos Lake they looked up the hill where that big cutblock is, and 

they could hardly see it.  So they were like, “Oh, it’s not too bad, right?  A little 

cut, whatever.”  But then I took them in, and like: “Here’s the cut from above.  

What do you think now?”  And they were like… yeah, there was one guy at 

the end of the tour that said, “Wow, I didn’t know it was that bad.”  And it’s 

like, “Well, I hope you will remember this day when you do your project.  And I 

hope, you know, you remember your emotions.  And it might actually embark 

you on a lifelong mission.” 

 ‘Cause honestly, right now, I don’t see myself doing anything else for the rest 

of my life then photographing this issue.  

Amy:  Why is that?  

Oli: I feel like I have to.  I feel like yeah, I have to.  ‘Cause nobody else is doing it.  

I want to show these photographs large.  Like – I don’t know if you know ah… 

(thinking) what’s his first name?  Just saw an exhibit.  His last name is 

Burtynsky.   

Amy:   I don’t know… 

Oli:  Photographer, yeah, he’s been doing oil sands stuff for like twenty or thirty 

years.   

Amy:   Oh, okay!  Yeah!  That just sparked something.   

Oli:  Yeah, he’s pretty well known, right?  So yeah… I definitely see myself doing 

something similar, but not necessarily with oil sands.  Um, and his stuff is 

colour, whatever.  And mine is just classic black and white.  Which is… 

there’s a reason for my choice for that.  Like, that’s what I did before the 

series, but thinking of the series it’s like, “Well this is perfect because it’s kind 

of a timeless document.”  Because if you look at this photograph that was 
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taken in 2015, if I go back to the area in thirty years and use the same film 

(‘cause that’s not going to go away), you use the same techniques, then I can 

really do a side-by-side kind of.  Because Burtynsky: had a lot of turn-of-the-

century photographs on file.  If my legacy would be like, you know what?  I 

can donate these to some kind of program (to government) to document what 

we did on the Eastern slopes.  Then that would be a nice lifetime 

achievement. 

Amy:  Sounds like you’re… seeing this as part of your life for at least thirty more 

years, right?  

Oli: Yeah, exactly, right?  Um… yeah.  And I don’t know why that is.  I honestly – I 

don’t know.  That’s how I feel.  That’s what I need to do.  That’s what I need 

to do.  And, yeah.  Is it commercially viable?  Fuck no. (small laugh) You 

know?  I will never sell photographs.  But I can make books, right?  And that 

is what’s in the works now.   

24:10 – 30:32: Discussion of Oli’s upcoming book project(s) and talking with the publisher.  

Returned to the notion of lack of science being done in the area and the use of industry 

consultancy reports instead of peer-reviewed articles.  

Amy:   So do you feel like, throughout this process- 

Oli:   It’s just frustrating!  That’s the whole thing – it’s fricking frustrating.  

Amy:  That’s funny, I was just about to say: “What emotion do you feel the most?” 

but you just answered it.  It’s frustration?   

Oli:  It’s frustrating.  Yeah, because… if (sigh).  Sometimes it feels like the 

government… well we know for a fact that the consultants (or the bureaucrats 

basically that have a lot to say when it comes to the decisions our Ministers 

make).  ‘Cause our Minister has no people skills – like they don’t fucking 

know.  They hire people to tell them what they need to do, or what the 

problem is about.  Those guys are the problem.  Those are the guys that 

need to be switched out.  But they were handed to them by the previous 

government.  Long story short, that’s where the problem is.  Those guys are 

using those industry [reports] – there’s very little science being used!  It’s all 

like, “Oh no, we believe this.  And this sawmill, or this individual tells us this-

and-this and so-and-so.”  

 Because they make their own rules, and they enforce their own rules, 

therefore they’re like player-and-referee on the same basketball court.  And, 

“Oh no, we don’t do that!”  You know?  And then FSC [Forest Stewardship 

Council] goes in and (sigh) there was stuff going on with that too.  And… and 

I don’t know.  It’s just: how do we see something completely different than 

what you see?!  

Amy:  Being and living in the area I think.  

Oli: Being in the area, living in the area, and just by simple observation.  Because 

that’s what I do – I observe things.  That guy - (remembering suddenly) his 

name is [X] – like fuck. (frustrated)  These guys are pro-logging… I mean, I’m 

not against logging don’t get me wrong.  I’m not against logging if it’s done 

mindfully.  But it’s not.  Like for instance, this is how they log: “Okay, here’s a 
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polygon.  Okay, let’s cut everything.”  And afterwards they’re like, “Okay, now 

we’re going to sort.” (pause) Seriously?! (both laugh) 

33:00 – 34:50: Further discussion of logging practices (full-cut instead of partial-retention 

logging).  Oli doesn’t adhere to the narrative that forest fires and clearcutting have the same 

effect on the ecosystem. 

Oli:  ‘Cause that’s always the other thing: when you hit on something they go, 

“Well, what are your credentials?  Who are you?”  And I’m like: “I’m just a 

dude.  I just observe.”  And so they go, “Oh yeah, whatever you say we’re not 

going to listen to it.”   

Amy:  But you probably know that area better than a lot of people.  

Oli: But that’s the thing – the people that live there should have a say in it.  And 

the logging plan that was approved twenty years ago (or however long ago 

that South Saskatchewan Regional Plan was derived) it said that the Ghost 

Valley was going to be logged in five year quadrants (so in twenty years).  

They didn’t do anything in the first five years, they didn’t do anything in the 

second five years, and in the next five years they didn’t do anything else.  You 

know, they did jack shit!  They did nothing.  And then they compress the 

twenty years into two (well three initially), and then there was some “oops, we 

have a little issue getting the permits.  So a year went by, so we need to 

compress it into two years.” 

So now they’ve logged everything, and they’ve logged this big 2766 cutblock, 

um, and now they can’t haul them out because we had a warm winter.  

Fucking morons!  You’ve just wasted this whole forest, and now you need to 

leave the logs on the land for a summer?  Instead of “Hmm… maybe we 

shouldn’t cut.  Maybe we should cut whatever we can haul”, right?  Be mindful 

about this.  Like, think for two minutes, right?  I don’t know, there’s a lot of… 

yeah, there’s just a lot of… these people don’t use common sense.  And it 

trickles down – it comes down from above I feel.  Because there were – the 

logging companies were able to, um, you know – make their own rules so 

they could do whatever they want.  And that’s the part that’s frustrating a lot of 

people is… somehow those rules are so watertight that we can’t have any say 

in it.  We can’t change – we cannot change anything.  

Amy:  So in all of this, ‘cause I know it looks (from reading and listening to people 

talk about it) it does seem really dark and really hard to handle.  Do you find 

any solace in anything?  Do you still feel…? 

Oli:  Um (pause) I mean you have to, right?  The bottom line is still: nature will 

rebound.  Look at frickin’ Chernobyl, right?  Wildlife is doing great.   

Amy:  Do you think you will?  

Oli: I will?  Well I’ll probably die.  

Amy:  (laughs) but before then.   

Oli:  Um… like nature always rebounds.  And I think… you know sometimes I see 

good stuff too, right?  Like I think this year is going to be the year that I’m 

going to focus on regeneration with this series.  ‘Cause I don’t want to make 

this series solely about, “Here’s the devastation.”  I want to show some hope 
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too, you know?  And especially after I’ve been through what I’ve been 

through, I need that stage, or I need to show – why I need to photograph 

hope.   

Amy:  Where do you find hope?  

Oli:  How do you mean?  

Amy:  Personally.  Do you find hope in the system?  

Oli:  Right now I would feel hope when I could show this project to people, and I 

can change minds, and I can actually show people what’s going on in their 

backyards.  

38:55 – 39:50: Brief discussion of logging being generally ‘out of sight, out of mind’ and the 

amount of protected land (or lack thereof) in the nearby Kananaskis Valley. 

Oli:  Well and it also comes down to this I think: is our perception as wildlife as 

humans.  What is ‘wild’?  The Parks are not wild!  Don’t get me wrong, there’s 

a fuckin’ – there’s a highway going through.  ‘Wild’ to me is like there’s 

nothing.  I need to make my own way to… because there’s not even like a 

hiking path, right?  The moment there’s a hiking path, there’s human 

disturbance and there’s human activity.  That’s not wild.   

Amy:  Do you think that human activity can ever be good to the environment?  

Oli:  No.   

Amy:  What about your photography?  That’s human activity.  

Oli:  Yeah, sure.  Well, it’s more of a recording, right?  When I think of your 

question, it’s like me being… like, it always comes down to this: even if I’m 

walking not on the trail, I’m trampling stuff, right?  So how comfortable am I 

with that?   

Amy:  Is it possible to do that mindfully?  

Oli:  It is.  It is!  When I’m out and I’m off the path, I make sure that if I can step on 

a rock, I will step on a rock, you know?  And that’s a very personal choice.  A 

lot of peers don’t care about that… 

41:19 – 41:58: Discussion about the lack of care by other photographers and a sense of 

entitlement (“it’s all about getting the photograph”).   

Amy:   You have a very strong environmental ethic- 

Oli:   I have a very strong opinion. 

Amy:   Where do you – where do you think that came from?  

Oli:  I don’t know!  I don’t know, ‘cause, like when I was back home I couldn’t care 

less about nature.  I swear- 

Amy:  Do you mean in Belgium? 

Oli:  Yeah.  Because we didn’t have any – or very little of it.  And what we had was 

pretty much man-made.  Um so these tiny little pockets of like parkland or 

whatever – I didn’t care about.  I wasn’t a photographer that photographed 

landscapes back home.  But then coming here… um, I still wasn’t very 
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environmentally active when I was photographing the mountains and the 

parks and all the beautiful stuff.  That changed on that one day.  Like this 

(snaps).  Yeah that changed right then and there, and I made that decision of 

like “I need to do something with this.”  And then (here’s the thing) I can’t be 

hypocritical about this.  You know initially that wasn’t the plan, but eventually 

it trickled down in every layer of my life.  You know, hence why my 

relationship kind of died.  Um, but also that one photograph I’m showing right 

now [the one of the coyote], guess what?  I didn’t print this on paper.  How 

could I?  How I could I print this on paper, or paper that was made from 

trees?  That would be very hypocritical.  So this photograph is printed on 

paper that is actually made from bamboo fibres.   

Amy:  Oh, cool!  

Oli:  It’s a little bit more environmentally sustainable.  Um, the method I used is like 

this method (pointing to photographs hanging on the wall behind Amy).  K7 - 

it’s called K7 (it’s based on someone depositing carbon dust on the paper).  

It’s not like dirty inks and solvents and what have you, it’s carbon.  The 

building block of life, right?  And then the matte is made from 100% cotton.  

And the frame around it is 100% reclaimed wood.  I’m not going to be like, 

“Oh here’s a logging photo, and by the way, my frame is real wood!” I’m part 

of the fucking problem, right?  Like I couldn’t do that.   

So (pause) there’s a lot of stuff that had to happen for this series to be what it 

is today.  And stuff that I had not planned on.  It’s just an organic thing – you 

just have to let it happen, and then eventually… it will.  (pause) And the 

subject matter will show its true face. 

Amy:  Hm.  (pause) So one more question for you.  Um, I mentioned (I think briefly) 

in my e-mail about my little hypothesis around ‘shades of absence’ – did I 

mention that to you?  

Oli:  (nodding) Mmhm.  

Amy:  Yeah, so my hypothesis around why I think environmental or ecological grief 

can be so hard to deal with is this idea that it’s so ambiguous.  Like, we don’t 

know when it starts we don’t know when it ends, we don’t… um, some of the 

trees are gone, some of them have been felled but not taken away, there’s 

stumps left over.  So it’s not the same as when we lose someone, or you 

suddenly lose someone, or a relationship ends, or you lose a pet where 

something that was there is now gone.  [Instead] it’s a shade, or some version 

of loss.  That’s kind of my predication as to why it’s so hard.  Um, I just 

wanted to see if you had any thoughts on that.   

Oli:  Um, the thing why it’s hard is that… in this area (the Ghost Valley) the 

growing season is so short.  And it takes - It will probably take more than a 

hundred years (probably closer to 150 or 180) for this forest to come back in 

the shape that it was in.  So everybody knows very well that whatever they 

cut in their lifetime, they will never see that place – that area – in its natural 

beauty again.  They’ll have to deal with the loss - the continuous loss. 

 Here’s the thing.  If you lose a person, after your grieving period, you can kind 

of place it.  You know, you keep a little momento and that’s it.  And yeah, 

sure, that wave of missing that person will come.  Like at first… look at it as 
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an ocean, right?  When you lose somebody at first, you feel like you’re 

drowning in grief.  The wave that is coming at you is like, you know, it’s a big 

wave and it just crashes over the top of you.  And you’re kind of drowning, 

and you come to the surface again, and there’s the next wave.  And over 

time, those waves kind of become smaller, spaced apart, right?  And 

eventually hopefully you can kind of swim in a semi-calm ocean again.  

‘Cause you’ve dealt with it.   

 Well this thing is different, because, well, in twenty years from now, you’re still 

not going to see a real difference in these cutblocks.  So you’re still trying to 

stay afloat for twenty years.  I mean, some people – some people are going to 

have a hard time dealing with this.  Um, and I think [community member] in 

the group is one of those people that has suffered the most.  (pause) [They] 

um, [are] also at the moment dealing with [serious illness].  But it came all at 

once: [S/he’s] losing [her/his] backyard, and Kangienos Lake, and [s/he’s] 

unsure about what’s going to happen to everything around [her/him], and then 

that happened.  And a whole bunch of stuff… for some people it’s just too 

much.  Even for me it became too much; for [another community member] it’s 

too much.  Like, I mean [s/he] goes into a cutblock as well, and [s/he] needs 

recuperation.  And at first for me that’s not the case – I can come home, I can 

compartmentalise that, like: “Yep!  I’m all done.  Done with the trees.”  Like, 

people would ask: “How was it?” “Yeah, whatever.”  

Amy:  What do you think changed?  

Oli:  My personality.  Yeah, my personality changed.  That’s the bottom line.  You 

know Myers-Briggs, right? 

Amy:  Yeah.  

Oli: For the longest time I was an ISTJ (Introvert, Sensing, Thinking, Judging).  

Now I’m an INFJ (Intuition and Feeling) because of this series.  I have shifted 

from a cold person that only deals in facts, to… somebody like that (very 

different).  And that’s all because of this series.   

49:27 – 50:08: Brief discussion on personality, realising Oli and Amy have the same 

personality type.  

Oli:  So it’s been kind of an emotional… it’s been quite heavy at times.  It’s been a 

good series.  It’s been a good journey I should say.  That is definitely not over 

yet.  (pause) Yeah, that changed my life.   

Amy:  Thank you so much for sharing so openly, this is fantastic.  Um, so that’s all 

my questions, but is there anything that you wished I had asked you, or 

anything that you’d want to share? 

Oli: No, I think we touched on a lot of things that I wanted to talk about, so um, 

yeah – no.  And feel free if you feel like, “oh, it didn’t come through or I 

haven’t thought about this, I should follow up” whatever [to contact me]. 

Amy:  Thank you.    

  

Recording stopped at 6:55 PM 
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