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Sable Island Conference 2019  

Shifting Sands 

PROGRAM at a GLANCE 
Saturday November 9, 2019 – Halifax Convention Centre Room 501/502 (Registration opens at 8:30am) 

9:00am Welcome Address: Andy Fillmore, MP for Halifax 

9:10am 
 

Session A  
 
Natural 
Wonders 

15 years of the Gully 
Marine Protected 
Area: modernizing 
one of Canada’s 
oldest MPA  
Emma Marotte and 
Catherine Schram 

Water, water 
everywhere and not 
a drop to drink: 
Freshwater 
challenges on Sable 
Island.  
Julia Cantelon 

Shifting Sands ’n 
Bugs:  a 60 year tour 
of shifting sands, 
plus Sable’s rarest 
insects!  
Dan Kehler 

Examining potential 
and ideal aquatic 
biomonitoring 
protocols for 
freshwater ponds of 
Sable Island 
National Park 
Reserve  
Frederica Jack 

10:30am Bio Break (Refreshments) 

11:00am 
 

Session A 
(continued) 
 
Natural 
Wonders 

Demography and 
Behaviour of Ipswich 
Sparrows 
Sydney Bliss 

Sable Island:  
Humans, Harmony, 
and Wild Horses 
Sandy Sharkey 

  

11:40am Session B 
 
Cultural 
History 
 

"All the Island is a 
Graveyard"; 
Archaeological and 
Historical Aspects of 
Sable Island 
National Park 
Reserve 
Charles A. Burke 

Hard Times on Sable 
Island: The Darby 
Controversy 
Rebecca Wilson 

… / .. A Hundred 
Miles from 
Anywhere 
Jill Martin 

Sable Island: 1945 - 
1946 
Aubrey Dauphinee 

1:00pm Lunch Break 

2:00pm 
 

Session C 
 
Visitor 
Experience 

Adventure of a 
Lifetime! Why 
visiting Sable Island 
by ship is so 
rewarding 
Ree Brennin 
Houston 

The who & why of 
leisure travel to 
Sable Island 
National Park 
Reserve. 
Fred Stillman 

My Experience on 
Sable Island 
Natalie Freeman 

 

3:00pm 
 
 

Session D 
 
Park 
Management 

What’s the plan? Sable Island National Park 
Reserve Management Plan 
Alannah Phillips 

  

3:20pm Wrap-up 

  

Saturday November 9, 2019 – Exhibitors 

10:00am 
to 
2:00pm 

Friends of Sable Island Society: memberships and product sales 

Parks Canada: green-screen photo booth 

Dalhousie University Groundwater Lab: Emerging groundwater issues on Sable Island and other small 
islands worldwide 

Adventure Canada: expedition cruise information 
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Saturday 9:00am – 11:40pm: Welcome and Session A – Natural Wonders 

Saturday November 9, 2019 – Halifax Convention Centre Room 501/502 (Registration opens at 8:30am) 

9:00am Welcome Address: Andy Fillmore, MP for Halifax 

9:10am 
 

Session A  
 
Natural 
Wonders 

15 years of the Gully 
Marine Protected Area: 
modernizing one of 
Canada’s oldest MPA  
Emma Marotte and 
Catherine Schram 

Water, water everywhere 
and not a drop to drink: 
Freshwater challenges on 
Sable Island.  
Julia Cantelon 

Shifting Sands ’n Bugs:  a 
60 year tour of shifting 
sands, plus Sable’s rarest 
insects!  
Dan Kehler 

Examining potential and 
ideal aquatic 
biomonitoring protocols 
for freshwater ponds of 
Sable Island National Park 
Reserve  
Frederica Jack 

10:30am Bio Break (Refreshments) 

11:00am 
 

Session A 
(continued) 
 
Natural 
Wonders 

Demography and 
Behaviour of Ipswich 
Sparrows 
Sydney Bliss 

Sable Island:  Humans, 
Harmony, and Wild Horses 
Sandy Sharkey 

  

Welcome Address 
Andy Fillmore, Member of Parliament for Halifax, including Sable Island 

15 years of the Gully Marine Protected Area: modernizing one of Canada’s oldest 
MPAs 
Emma Marotte, MMM, Catherine Schram, MMM 
Oceans Management Program, Aquatic Ecosystems Branch, Fisheries and Oceans Canada - Maritimes Region 
Bedford Institute of Oceanography 

In the past year the Government of Canada has not only surpassed its Marine Conservation Targets of protecting 10% of 

marine and coastal areas, but has also introduced new protection standards for all Federal Marine Protected Areas 

(MPAs). The Gully MPA, established in 2004 under Canada’s Oceans Act, is one of Canada’s oldest MPAs and one of 

Sable Island’s closest neighbours. Established to protect an endangered population of northern bottlenose whales, the 

Gully is also home to a number of other species of whales and dolphins, and over 30 species of cold-water corals. 

This past summer, a team of researchers from the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration (NOAA) used a 

remotely-operated deep-water submersible to explore parts of the Gully never seen before. Many of the species 

encountered were new discoveries for the area, and some may even be new to science. As we continue to discover 

more about the Gully, and as human activities in the ocean increase, adaptive management strategies will play an 

important role in the way that we ensure the preservation of this unique ecosystem. This presentation will explore how 

we can continue to protect the Gully, and other MPAs, using modern tools developed for the next era of ocean 

governance. 

Water, water everywhere and not a drop to drink: Freshwater challenges on Sable 
Island 
Julia Cantelon, BSc1,*, Barret Kurylyk BScE, PhD, PEng1, Clare Robinson, PhD, BEng, PEng2 
1Dalhousie University, Department of Civil and Resource Engineering and Centre for Water Resources Studies, Halifax, 
Canada  
2Western University, Civil and Environmental Engineering, London, Canada 
*Presenter 

Precariously positioned in the Northwest Atlantic Ocean, the sand aquifer underlying   Sable Island stores and releases 

freshwater that supports its unique ecosystem and park operations. Freshwater resources on Sable Island are 
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particularly vulnerable as they are rapidly influenced by ocean, land, and climate processes and interactions. High 

permeability and limited topography increase Sable Island’s susceptibility to saltwater intrusion, which can occur slowly 

with sea level rise or episodically from wave over-topping. Freshwater vulnerability, limited anthropogenic influence, 

and a strong record of environmental data makes Sable Island an ideal groundwater observatory for an integrated field 

and modeling program to study freshwater resources in the face of climate change. 

In recent decades, ponds volumes on Sable Island have declined dramatically, which represents a growing concern for 

the island’s ecosystem. Combined monitoring of pond levels, groundwater levels, and sediment temperatures will be 

used to asses how much pond water is sourced from the aquifer and elucidate the observed long-term decline in pond 

volumes. A geophysical survey of the freshwater zone of the aquifer will be compared measurements from the 1970s to 

assess if saltwater intrusion has occurred. Finally, a wave logger, time-lapse camera and a transect of shallow wells will 

be used to characterize the effects of oceanic forcing on the island’s groundwater dynamics and investigate episodic 

salinization. Data from this newly established observatory will enhance our understanding of the present and future 

vulnerability of freshwater on Sable Island and will inform local and global management decisions for small-island water 

resources. 

Shifting Sands ’n Bugs: a 60 year tour of shifting sands, plus Sable’s rarest insects! 
Dan Kehler, Park Ecologist, Sable Island National Park Reserve, Parks Canada 

Part I: An overview of a research project aimed at understanding the past, current, and future change of the island. The 

first phase of this project is an analysis of the past 60 years of historical air photos. This understanding of the recent 

past, coupled with a synthesis of ocean-island sand dynamics will let us peek into the future of Sable Island’s size and 

shape. 

Part II: Among the many insects that live on Sable Island are some that are found nowhere else in Canada, or in the 
world. This presentation will provide an update on what we know about these rare and elusive species of bee, moth and 
beetle. 

Examining potential and ideal aquatic biomonitoring protocols for freshwater ponds 
of Sable Island National Park Reserve 
Frederica Jacks, BSc, Master of Resource and Environmental Management (Candidate)1,*, Andrew 

Medeiros, PhD (co-advisor)2, Karen Beazley, PhD (co-advisor)1, Dan Kehler, A. Stat (Park Ecologist)3 

1School for Resource and Environmental Studies, Dalhousie University 
2Laboratory for Water and Environmental Sustainability Science (WESS) 
3Parks Canada 
*Presenter 

Sable Island is a remote, sandy island located in the Atlantic Ocean, approximately 180km off the eastern coast of 

mainland Nova Scotia. In 2013, this 40km-long, crescent-shaped sandbar became Sable Island National Park Reserve 

(SINPR) under the Parks Canada Agency. As a national park, the federal government has a responsibility to maintain the 

ecological integrity of this unique ecosystem through research and monitoring. The disappearance of several SINPR 

freshwater ponds since the late 1900s has made these aquatic ecosystems of particular interest in recent years. The 

objective of this project is to examine and apply biological and cross-park monitoring considerations to provide 

recommendations for potential future aquatic biomonitoring protocols on SINPR. On three separate occasions in the 

summer of 2019, kick sampling was performed in the twelve freshwater ponds which are part of SINPR’s monitoring 

program. Three transects were sampled in each pond using the kick method in each month of May, July, and August. 

Benthic invertebrates were obtained from collected samples and are currently being identified and further processed to 

provide an analysis of organism abundance and diversity. Additionally, aquatic management protocols within Parks 
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Canada and other parks found in similar environments internationally will be comparatively analyzed for relevant SINPR 

ecological monitoring program recommendations.  

Demography and Behaviour of Ipswich Sparrows 
Sydney Bliss* (Dalhousie University), Dr. Phil Taylor (Acadia University), and Dr. Marty Leonard 

(Dalhousie University) 
*Presenter 

A key component of wildlife management is understanding the demographic parameters that drive population size. 

Determining these parameters for migratory species has important conservation implications. These parameters provide 

insight into how and why population size fluctuates and can be used to predict how population size may change under 

different environmental circumstances. However, determining these parameters is challenging because animals must be 

studied through space and time, often at broad geographic scales. In particular, studying small, migratory animals such 

as songbirds is difficult.   

Our project goal is to produce a demographic model of Canada’s only endemic songbird, the Ipswich Sparrow, federally 

listed under the Species at Risk Act as Special Concern. Ipswich Sparrows are uniquely suited to this type of study as 

their exclusive breeding grounds on a small island (Sable Island, NS) and confinement to coastal dune habitat during 

winter along the Atlantic Coast allows a large proportion of the population to be assessed. We are working with partners 

in the USA to deploy coloured leg bands on sparrows and relocate these birds on both breeding and wintering grounds 

to collect data on their demography (e.g, seasonal survival of different age classes). Contributions from of non-

professional volunteers (‘citizen scientists’) of banded sparrow observations have provided invaluable data that support 

the success of this project.  

Sable Island: Humans, Harmony, and Wild Horses 
Sandy Sharkey, www.sandysharkey.com 

Around the world, most wild horse populations are managed by mankind in one way or another. In the American 

southwest, wild horses on public lands are often mistakenly deemed as competition for grazing cattle and sheep, 

resulting in massive mustang roundups. Over the years, similar roundups have taken place in the Rocky Mountain 

foothills of Alberta. On New Zealand’s north island, the wild horse population is not allowed to surpass 300 animals –

 again resulting in roundups. 

This presentation will explore the relationships between humans and wild horses around the world, including the 

beloved wild horses of Sable Island. Photographs of wild horses from New Zealand to Mongolia will be shared along with 

images of the wild horses of Sable Island, to reveal that the ‘hands off’ approach to Sable Island’s horses is a model for 

wild horse areas around the world. The horses of Sable Island are 100 percent protected and respected, managed only 

by Mother Nature. It is a beautiful relationship, and a source of Canadian pride from coast to coast. 

  

http://www.sandysharkey.com/
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Saturday, 11:40am – 1:00pm: Session B – Cultural History 

Saturday November 9, 2019 – Halifax Convention Centre Room 501/502 (Registration opens at 8:30am) 

11:40am Session B 
 
Cultural 
History 
 

"All the Island is a 
Graveyard"; 
Archaeological and 
Historical Aspects of Sable 
Island National Park 
Reserve 
Charles A. Burke 

Hard Times on Sable 
Island: The Darby 
Controversy 
Rebecca Wilson 

… / .. A Hundred Miles 
from Anywhere 
Jill Martin 

Sable Island: 1945 - 1946 
Aubrey Dauphinee 

1:00pm Lunch Break 

“All the Island is a Graveyard"; Archaeological and Historical Aspects of Sable Island 
National Park Reserve 
Charles A. Burke, MA 

Parks Canada has undertaken several archaeological surveys of in situ archaeological resources on Sable Island National 
Park Reserve and has documented many sites associated with the Island’s human occupation. Although fragile and as 
often buried as exposed in the Island`s sand, these sites represent historical activities and occupation from the first 
French settlement of 1598 to the 19th century establishment of life-saving stations and lighthouses. In addition to 
documenting the archaeological evidence, this research will contribute to the long-term cultural resource monitoring 
and management of human history sites on Sable Island.  This presentation will highlight some of the more interesting 
survey results, including information derived from ground penetrating radar analysis at the original main station.  

Hard Times on Sable Island: The Darby Controversy 
Rebecca Wilson 

Living and working on Sable Island is not for the faint of heart in modern times; can you imagine how it was in the 
1850s? The survival of the islanders depended on the leadership and decision-making of the superintendent, who was a 
government employee. Captain Joseph Darby was dismissed as superintendent of Sable Island in the late 1850s in an 
ugly and lengthy trial after a 40+ year career. In this talk, we will explore some of the charges laid against him to glimpse 
into the everyday challenges of life on Sable, and to better understand the truth behind Joseph Darby’s tarnished legacy. 

… /.. A Hundred Miles from Anywhere 
Jill Martin, BA, BEd, MEd, Key2KeyConsulting.ca 

Jill Martin writes with authority about Sable Island. Her family connections to the island served as inspiration for her first 
novel, Return to Sable (2015) and her award winning, Sable Island in Black and White, (Nimbus 2016) which chronicle the 
communication challenges of this minute crescent of sand rising, at its highest, a mere 70 metres above the surrounding 
sea. Both a navigational hazard and a place of succour to those unfortunate souls hoodwinked by its shifting sands, Sable 
Island has unequivocally earned the nickname, Graveyard of the Atlantic. As part of the research for her writing, she 
consulted the logs of the island’s superintendents’ held in the NS Archives; the Marconi records held in the National 
Archives in Ottawa and the Bodleian Library, Oxford University, as well as personal letters and artefacts in her 
possession. This research unearthed a wealth of information on the history of communication on and to the island: 
lighthouses, fog alarms, cannons, pigeons, telephone, and wireless. She connected with family members descended 
from two of the early wireless engineers who worked call sign, SD (Sable Island) and who went on to shape the direction 
of radio in Canada and the United States. Just out of wireless school, these intrepid young men landed on the spit of 
sand and went about their work in three piece suits, jaunty hats and riding boots. 
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Sable Island: 1945 - 1946 
Aubrey Dauphinee 

In 1945, just after VE Day, a 17-year-old Aubrey Dauphinee quit his job at the Halifax Shipyards to work on Sable Island 

for 14 months. He became lighthouse keeper and member of the lifesaving crew. His duties also included looking after 

the telephone line, tidying up for inspection by a persnickety superintendent, and signaling across the island using 

Morse code. Now 93 years young, Aubrey lives in Bridgetown, N.S. and clearly recalls his experiences on Sable Island—

lifeboat exercises on Lake Wallace, tending the light in the lighthouse (“clean the brass, clean the glass, clean the jewel 

nuts”), riding and matching wits with Sable Island’s iconic horses, being blown off his feet during a hurricane and landing 

on the boat ramp before slamming into a sand dune, and much more. Aubrey is also philosophical about his time on 

Sable Island, musing that the most important lesson it imparted in him was learning how to communicate with his fellow 

men. In his time off, Aubrey walked the island, observing its flora and fauna, and says that Sable Island today will thrive 

if largely left alone to its own devices. 
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Saturday, 2:00pm – 3:00pm: Session C – Visitor Experience 

Saturday November 9, 2019 – Halifax Convention Centre Room 501/502 (Registration opens at 8:30am) 

2:00pm 
 

Session C 
 
Visitor 
Experience 

Adventure of a Lifetime! 
Why visiting Sable Island 
by ship is so rewarding 
Ree Brennin Houston 

The who & why of leisure 
travel to Sable Island 
National Park Reserve. 
Fred Stillman 

My Experience on Sable 
Island 
Natalie Freeman 

 

Adventure of a Lifetime! Why visiting Sable Island by ship is so rewarding 
Ree Brennin Houston, Resource Staff and Marine Biologist with Adventure Canada 
Adventure Canada is an expedition cruise company that has operated several trips to Sable Island 

Travelling to Sable Island by ship used to be the only way you could get there. Now, with other options, it may be the 

best way to go. We think you’re “missing the boat” if you don’t visit Sable Island by sea. Come learn about what 

Adventure Canada, a well-managed, environmentally responsible adventure travel company, can offer in the way of 

amazing visitor experiences while safeguarding the fragile island ecosystems. A key piece of understanding Sable Island 

is to experience her beauty and bounty in the context of her natural setting – the offshore ocean habitats. Here you’ll 

see seals at play, seabirds, whales and dolphins of all kinds, and possibly other marine creatures such as sea turtles and 

ocean sunfish as we travel to and from the Island. It is the interplay between the rich marine ecosystems, unique island 

habitats, and the people who care so deeply about this place that make it a truly magical experience. 

The who & why of leisure travel to Sable Island National Park Reserve 
Fred Stillman, owner operator of Kattuk Expeditions Limited, www.kattukexpeditions.com 
Kattuk Expeditions Limited is an adventure tour company based in Halifax, Nova Scotia. Kattuk Expeditions is a licensed 

Parks Canada tour company. 

Sable Island attracts different types of people with many different reasons for visiting. After bringing guests to the island 

national park 12 times over the past 3 years, Fred Stillman of Kattuk Expeditions Limited has taken a keen interest in 

understanding the motivation and value people associate with visiting this magical place. He will explore the variety of 

reasons for visiting Sable: nature and wildlife viewing /education, photography, art, poetry, story telling, mystery, and 

lifelong dream. What makes people so intrigued by the island? What makes it so special to so many and why do people 

value visiting it so much? 

Fred will also touch on why it is important to allow carefully managed visitation, how it benefits the island and all wildlife 

species there. “Building support one visitor at a time” is how Kattuk is aligning with Parks Canada, the Sable Island 

Institute and Friends of Sable Island to share their core values. He will show that the various reasons for visits create the 

necessary passion people have about Sable and how that helps keep it protected. 

My experience on Sable Island 
Natalie Freeman, Friends of Sable Island 2019 Scholarship Winner 

In July 2019, I travelled to Sable Island after winning the 2019 Friends of Sable Island Scholarship. Since my big trip, I was 

interviewed by a local radio station, created a video that has since been posted on Youtube, and have talked constantly 

about everything Sable Island has to offer with everyone I meet! In my presentation, I will talk about my experience on 

Sable Island, from flying in a 7-seat plane, to hiking to historic sites with Parks Canada staff, and shadowing University of 

Saskatchewan researchers to study the wild horses! 

http://www.kattukexpeditions.com/
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Saturday, 3:00pm – 3:30pm: Session D – Park Management and Wrap-up 

Saturday November 9, 2019 – Halifax Convention Centre Room 501/502 (Registration opens at 8:30am) 

3:00pm 
 
 

Session D 
 
Park 
Management 

What’s the plan? Sable Island National Park Reserve 
Management Plan 
Alannah Phillips 

  

3:30pm Wrap-up 

What’s the plan? Sable Island National Park Reserve Management Plan 
Alannah Phillips 

Parks Canada is pleased to share Sable Island National Park Reserve’s first management plan, which was published in 

September 2019. The plan was developed with extensive consultation and input from the public, partners, stakeholders 

and the Mi’kmaq of Nova Scotia. 

The management plan guides management decisions and actions at the national park reserve, and serves as a key 

accountability document to the public. It sets out a vision for the park, with clear strategic direction, including key 

strategies, objectives and targets for the next 10 years.  

The plan focuses on protecting this special place in the context of past and future change; inspiring connections with 

people that build support for conservation; and increasing sustainability and efficiency of park infrastructure and 

operations. 

Wrap-up
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Saturday, 10:00am – 2:00pm: Session E – Exhibitors 
Saturday November 9, 2019 – Exhibitors 

10:00am 
to 2:00pm 

Friends of Sable Island Society: memberships and product sales 

Parks Canada: green-screen photo booth 

Dalhousie University Groundwater Lab: Emerging groundwater issues on Sable Island and other small islands worldwide 

Adventure Canada: expedition cruise information 

Emerging groundwater issues on Sable Island and other small islands worldwide 
Julia Cantelon, Nicole LeRoux, Sofija Stanic, Barret Kurylyk 
Dalhousie University Groundwater Lab 

Coastal groundwater resources are stressed from changing conditions on land and in the sea. Small islands, like Sable 

Island, are particularly vulnerable to oceanic change, including sea-level rise and intensifying coastal storms. This booth 

will provide a venue to discuss emerging groundwater issues on Sable Island and the implications for small-island 

developing states. 
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Friends of Sable Island Society 

www.sableislandfriends.ca 

We hope you enjoyed the third conference dedicated to Sable Island! 

Sable Island is a natural treasure loved by many, though visited by few. By bringing Sable Island to more 

people through events like this we will be better able to secure its future. 

The Friends of Sable Island Society is a not-for-profit organization to promote and assist with the 

conservation and wise use of the island, a model which is common in successful park management. We 

hope that by sharing experiences and knowledge about the island we will create links among people and 

ideas that will be useful for the conservation and sustainable management of our treasured island. 

 

 

  

http://www.sableislandfriends.ca/
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THANK YOU FOR ATTENDING! 

We hope that you nurture your interest in Sable Island and the National Park Reserve by 

continuing to learn more about this special place.  

Please share what you’ve learned with others, be an active member in the community of 

support, and continue to show that you care about Sable Island’s future.  

These simple actions will ensure it is protected and conserved for future generations. 

 

Many thanks to everyone who made the Sable Island Conference 2019 possible, including: 

 

Organizers and Volunteers 

 Glenn Bartlett  Laurie Bolivar  Micheline Burnham Anne Calder 

 Marian Chisholm Chris Collier Alison DeLory Gale Dempsey

 Dominick Desjardins April Hennigar Heather Hennigar  Terry Hennigar 

 Anne Irwin Kathy MacGillivray Michelle Mann Carl Martin 

 Jill Martin Pam Mason Alan Ruffman Janet Stacey 

 Elaine Stutely  Helene Paulus Thain  Martin Willison Beverley White 

 

Supporters 

           

 

 

Andy Fillmore 
MP Halifax  
Representing Sable Island 

 

 

 

 

 

 C. Russell Clarke Pamela Hawthorn Elaine (Hodgson) Labbee John Lannon  

 Barbara Lunn  J.L. Roy Martin Karen Nieuwland Jo-Ann Roberts 

  Doug Shields Kitty Soule  

 


