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Tailing Ponds in Regards to Oil Sands Mining

By: Jillian Amaro (‘24)

Tailing ponds are formed as a byproduct of extracting bitumen (low-grade crude oil) from

oil sands, a natural occurrence of sand, clay, water, and bitumen. A serious byproduct of

extracting bitumen from oil sands is tailing ponds. Altogether, tailing ponds cover an area greater

than Manhattan and Boston combined, holding more than 1 trillion liters of toxic waste. For

every 1 barrel of oil extracted, 1.5 barrels of toxic waste is added to tailing ponds. This adds up:

every day over 25 new million liters of tailings are created (NRDC).

According to Dr. Choy Yee Keong in her Global Environmental Sustainability (2021),

tailing ponds “are in fact death traps for the migratory birds which mistake the ponds for

freshwater lakes.” In April of 2008, 1600 ducks died due to the toxic chemicals at the Aurora

tailing pond of Syncrude. These ponds (if one can call them that) also pose direct threats to

aquatic life as well as other wildlife surrounding them.

Tailing ponds contain arsenic, ammonia,

mercury, lead, and benzene. Each of these

chemicals not only has horrible effects on the

environment but people. Arsenic and benzene are

both known causes of cancer, and lead can “cause

anemia, weakness, and kidney and brain damage”

(CDC). The most pressing danger, however, is that tailing ponds fail to contain these chemicals,

and indigenous people are suffering because of it. A joint study with the Canadian government

confirms that 1,069 kilograms of a multitude of compounds are being released into the air

surrounding tailing ponds annually. These compounds “are known to cause cancer. High prenatal

1



exposure to these compounds is linked to lower IQ and childhood asthma” (CBC). This fact is

being exposed through Athabasca Chipewyan First Nation and Mikisew Cree First Nation’s

cancer rates and overall health.

In conclusion, tailing ponds do too much damage to the environment, and people, for

them to be ignored for much longer. Comprehensive action must be taken in order to curtail the

effect of this largely unknown environmental crisis.

Stop Line 3

By: Tessa Fonstad (‘23)

For almost seven years now, indigenous activists and environmentalist groups in

Minnesota have been fighting against the construction of a new oil pipeline. The pipeline, which

is being built by the crude oil company Enbridge, would replace the old and decrepit existing

pipeline, Line 3, that spans from Alberta, Canada to Superior, Wisconsin. Instead of fixing the

problems with the existing Line 3, Enbridge instead chose to

build a $5.3 billion new corridor of the pipeline, carrying

915,000 barrels of tar sands oil -- the “dirtiest fuel on the

planet” (line_3_factsheet). Enbridge’s new pipeline would run

right through the heart of Ojibwe treaty territory, through

fertile wild rice fields and important fresh water bodies—

threatening the sovereignty and safety of the Ojibwe lands and community, and endangering the

crucial environment around it.

Over history, the many treaties made between First Nations and the United States

government have been disregarded. Recently, however, many First Nations communities have
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brought these treaties to light in an effort to restore the promised lands and resources that were

stolen from them. Repeating history, the building of the new Line 3 would violate the treaty

rights of the Ashinaabe, which includes the Ojibwe, Odawa, Potawatomi, Saulteaux, Oji-Cree,

and Algonquian peoples, by endangering crucial natural and cultural resources. According to the

Treaty of 1837, the land cessation treaty between the Ashinaabe and the US Government, the

native peoples were guaranteed the “privilege of hunting, fishing, and gathering the wild rice,

upon the lands, the rivers and the lakes included in the territory ceded.” Running through some

of the largest wild rice beds in the country and pristine lakes and rivers, the new Line 3 would

subject these treaty-protected resources to destructive oil spills and pollution.

Not only will the impact of the pipeline be damaging to indigenous lands and disregard

treaties, the construction of the above 1,000 miles long pipeline also contributes to the ongoing

issue of missing and murdered Indigenous women. Records show that Native American women

face murder rates of up to 10x the national average, and that 96% of indigenous women will

experience violence in their lifetime, often by a non-native perpetrator. This issue is directly

linked to the construction of large-scale oil pipelines, and particularly to the many non-native

construction workers sent to reservations to build

them. Working on these pipelines, the

predominantly male workers live in temporary

housing facilities often referred to as “man camps”.

Due to their isolating environment, these camps,

which are often just makeshift trailer parks, are

known to foster mental illness and substance abuse. The communities surrounding these “man

camps”, which are more often than not on native reservations, are then subjected to an increase
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in violent crime as a result. Canada’s federal government released a report on Missing and

Murdered Indigenous Women, citing “man camps” of the oil industry as breeding grounds for

violence. The construction of a pipeline as vast and long as the new Line 3 would surely put the

native communities, and especially Indigenous women, in the way of the pipeline’s route in

increased danger.

As the climate crisis has been impacting different parts of the world in destructive ways,

the building of the Line 3 pipeline would also negatively impact the environment around it,

especially the water systems of the midwest. The proposed route for the pipeline, which is

currently in the process of being built, would run through or nearby around 227 lakes and rivers,

some of which flow directly into the Great Lakes. Oil pipelines are consistently the cause of

spills, and the company of Enbridge is no exception. In fact, in a research paper done on World

350, it found that Enbridge has caused around 1000 spills from 1996 to 2014, in which nearly 1

billion gallons of oil was deposited in various bodies of water. The impact of a spill from Line 3,

which according to Enbridge’s history seems highly likely, would pollute important waterways

and ruin the water supply of many. Native communities in the region would be in most danger of

an imminent spill, as the released oil would ruin wild rice fields and take years to clean.

Indigenous activists on the front lines protesting Line 3 are actively trying to protect the

resources around them; as a statement on the Stop Line 3 website put it, “We are here to protect

the water and our future generations.”

As the pipeline continues to be built, these

risks become more imminent and an increasing

reality. The website Stop Line 3, which is run by the

climate and indigenous rights activists currently
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fighting the pipeline, goes even further in depth on the issue. The website includes detailed

information on the risks of the pipeline, with a map of the pipeline’s proposed route and much

more information to get educated on the situation. Additionally, the website includes ways to

help fight Line 3— in the take action section of the site, you can send a letter to various

government leaders including President Joe Biden.

The World They Are Leaving For Us: How a Gas Leak Set the Ocean on Fire

By: Ava Shahiar (‘24)

In July of 2021, an underwater pipeline owned by the oil company Pemex ruptured,

igniting flames on the ocean surface near Mexico’s Yucatan peninsula. After about six hours, the

fire was extinguished. Angel Carrizales, a member of Mexico’s ASEA (Agency for Safety,

Energy, and Environment) stated that the fire “did not generate any spill”, yet did not explain

what substance was burning on the water. The concerning leak has reignited the decades-long

debate surrounding the damaging effects of the extraction of fossil fuels. These fires destroy

vegetation, force aquatic life to flee their habitat, and burn oil that releases carbon dioxide,

further contributing to the warming of our planet.

A video of the fire, dubbed the “Eye of

Fire”, went viral on social media, enraging

thousands of people worldwide. Greta Thunberg,

an 18-year-old environmental activist, tweeted,

“Meanwhile the people in power call themselves

‘climate leaders’ as they open up new oilfields,

pipelines and coal power plants - granting new oil licenses exploring future oil drilling sites. This
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is the world they are leaving for us”. Greta’s tweet currently has 118,000 likes and over 32,000

retweets. The popularity of opinions like Greta’s makes one wonder why no real change has been

enacted.

ExxonMobil, the largest oil and gas corporation in the United States, generated around

178.6 billion U.S dollars in 2020. Loose regulation on oil companies like Pemex and

ExxonMobil allows them to maximize profit while depleting the planet of fossil fuels. This often

leads to oversights that result in devastating oil spills. Huge corporations have shown a lack of

willingness to ensure the preservation of ecosystems. To slow the effects of climate change and

keep our oceans clean, viable alternatives to oil and gas energy, such as renewable sources like

solar power, must be globally integrated. Only extensive radical change can stop the destruction

of the environment and leave this world better than it is today.

Resources (from your PASH leaders & Mr. Judge!)

Project Drawdown - a thorough resource with information on 80+ climate solutions

https://drawdown.org/solutions

En-ROADS climate and sustainability simulator - a way to explore firsthand what impact

various issues and possible solutions have on global climate change and emissions

https://en-roads.climateinteractive.org/scenario.html?v=21.10.0

A way to get involved in Bay Area climate activism!

https://www.350siliconvalley.org/

The Sixth Extinction: An Unnatural History by Elizabeth Colbert

This Changes Everything: Capitalism vs. The Climate by Naomi Klein

Deep Ecology by Bill Devall and George Sessions
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Women, Earth, and Creator Spirit by Elizabeth A. Johnson

Falter by Bill McKibbon

Life in the City of Dirty Water by Clayton Thomas-Mullers

Toxic Communities: Environmental Racism, Industrial Pollution, and Residential

Mobility by Dorceta Taylor
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