
The past 11 months have been difficult for all of us. I 
remember my last “normal” day in my office on March 
13, 2020 when the University decided it was time to close 
everything. The tension in the department was already high 
and people were concerned. But I believe that everyone 
thought it would be temporary and we would be back soon. 

It is now almost a year later and we mainly have a virtual life 
now, with limited or no in-person meetings. The fall of 2020 
was a little more challenging for me, as I lost my companion 
of 31 years while dealing with online teaching that required 
way more time than in-person teaching. As expected, these 
events have slowed down research productivity, especially 
when working with communities. But we are becoming 
innovative with new approaches to reach people and 

maintain some of our work. At the international level this has 
been more complicated, but we can manage. We are all now 
learning how to present in conferences, webinars and panel 
discussions online. Will there be a return to the old normal? 
As a researcher on community sustainability and reflecting 
on how our societies have not been able to comprehend the 
current state of the world, I believe we still have much to 
do to get in a “safe” place. I really wish that we can move 
forward in building back better in a more environmentally 
conscious fashion. 

Liette Vasseur
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Continuing the Brock 
2020 Sustainability 
Poetry Contest

The winning entries for the 2020 Sustainability Poetry 
Contest have been chosen. Hosted annually by Brock 
University’s United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) Chair, the contest 
invites Niagara poets to submit original written works, 
in English or French, that celebrate sustainability. The 
theme of the 2020 contest was the International Year of 
Plant Health, which drew the most entries the contest 
has received since it first began in 2015.

The winners of the contest are typically announced 
during an annual World Poetry Day Celebration in St. 
Catharines, but given the evolving COVID-19 pandemic, 
the 2020 event was postponed, and then held virtually. 

We were so pleased to see so many members of the 
Niagara community participate in this year’s contest 

I would also like to extend a special thanks to my Brock colleagues who served as the 2020 judging panel: 

Catherine Parayre, Associate Professor and Director for the Centre for Studies in Arts and Culture; Gregory Betts, 
Professor with the Department of English; Adam Dickinson, Associate Professor of English and award-winning poet; 
and Neta Gordon, Associate Dean, Faculty of Humanities. An e-book compilation of all the 2020 entries is published 
on the UNESCO Chair website, as is the link to the YouTube video of the online celebration.

The theme of the 2020 contest was 
International Year of Plant Health.

and thoroughly enjoyed reading all the wonderful 
entries. While we are disappointed that we couldn’t 
celebrate World Poetry Day in person, we look forward 
to coming together to share poetry and honour the 
winners as soon as it is safe to do so. 

An e-book compilation of all the 2020 entries is 
published on the UNESCO Chair website, as is the link 
to the YouTube video of the online celebration.

• “Un monde tout vert” by Brock Concurrent Education student     
  Alexander Emmitt Yap 

• “Help the Plants” by Harry Byun, Grade 3 student at Kate S Durdan    
  Public School in Niagara Falls 

• “Terra” by Elizabeth Grace Tomaino, Grade 12 student at Blessed Trinity    
  Catholic Secondary School

• “The Active Agent” by Diana Vasu, English Language and Literature    
  Student at Brock University

• “Adam and Eve Recall the tree” by Franco ON Cortese, of Thorold, ON.

2020 
WINNING
ENTRIES 

https://issuu.com/brockuniversity/docs/2020-262_-_unesco_2020_poetry_day_e-book_digital_?fr=sNmQ5ZDMwMDc1
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=4L_SIjwUdeI


Ecosystem governance 
and sustainability in 
Canadian Ramsar sites

The privilege of growing up on the Niagara Escarpment 
UNESCO World Biosphere, in Queenston, Ontario, 
surrounded by fresh water and rich, diverse ecosystems, 
is not lost on me. Most of my youth was spent exploring 
the great “wilderness” of Niagara. When I wasn’t 
romping around in the Niagara Gorge, I could be found 
leisurely rafting down the Niagara River, catching the 
current at the Queenston sand docks, drifting carefree 
to the river’s outlet at Navy Hall, in Niagara-on-the-
Lake. Despite my deep love of the natural environment, 
I grew up in an era where women were not encouraged 
to pursue the sciences. I was told that I should be an Art 
Teacher. So that is what I intended to do, until bottled 
water put the brakes on that career trajectory. It was the 
1980’s, and bottled water was growing in popularity.  

Living in a geographic region surrounded by the world’s 
largest freshwater supply, I could not understand 
the logic behind putting unreliably sourced drinking 
water in a single serve plastic bottle for retail. What I 
did understand – exactly what I wanted to do with my 
life. With a university undergraduate degree in human 
geography (I did get also get that Fine Art degree, I 
make amazing graphs) and a college diploma in water 
resources under my belt, I quickly secured my dream job 
as a water quality specialist. For the past three decades, 
I have been working in conservation with an emphasis on 
environmental improvement and protection at the local 
(Niagara), provincial, federal and binational level. During 
that time, I have had the great fortune to work closely with 
Brock Universities Environmental Sustainability Research 
Centre (ESRC) on several joint initiatives, including 
participation on the Niagara River Ramsar Designation 
Binational Steering Committee, where I serve as the 
Canadian Chair. It was through this partnership I came to 
apply (and was pridefully accepted) into the Masters of 
Sustainability Science program. 

You can have your cake and eat it, too.

Written by: Jocelyn Baker, Master in Sustainability Science

Working with Liette Vasseur as my supervisor, we 
looked at governance and management structures at 
Canadian Ramsar sites, in the context of sustainability. 
The objectives of my research strongly aligned with the 
current work of the Niagara River Ramsar Binational 
Steering Committee, while complimenting my 
career goal of championing the first transboundary, 
international Ramsar designation in the America’s. On 
Thursday February 2, 2021, my Major Research Project 
(MRP), looking at Canadian Ramsar site governance 
was published in the Journal of Wetland Scientists 
(Wetlands). The addition of our research into the 
academic scholarly record will help advance the goals 
of the Ramsar Convention, while also supporting the 
community level work that is essential for securing 
globally significant Ramsar site designations. 

I have been working within the transdisciplinary Niagara 
River conservation framework for many years. When 
successful, the Niagara River Ramsar designation will 
bring a globally recognized and formal environmental 
partnership between Canada and the United States.  The 
designation will help change the narrative of the river, 
from historically degraded, to a river celebrated for its 
contribution to global biodiversity and ecological health. 
But most importantly, the river will finally be seen as one 
ecosystem, ending the “their side, our side” debate.  

Photo taken by Jocelyn Baker, at the 
Niagara River at the Glen



Too much or not enough 
water, understanding the 
response of cover crops 
in vineyards

That’s why I followed this way, a way traced by my 
passion for agroecology. I have been always interested 
in working along with nature on ecofriendly strategies 
toward food security and ecosystem sustainability in a 
changing world. This is where my journey from Tunesia 
to Canada started. After a first meeting with Liette, I 
realized that there, in her lab, I will get what I need 
on both levels; personal and academic. We shared 
the same passion and interests, which included using 
ecosystem-based strategies to adapt agroecosystems 
to climate change. I just saw myself in her project 
and decided to go for it. Being a grad student in her 
lab opened the doors for me to learn, improve, and 
exchange experiences with lab mates, amazing people 
who were picked by Liette. 

As an international student far from home during the 
pandemic (COVID-19), I felt so blessed and lucky to 
be surrounded by such wonderful collaborators who 
became my family. Despite the restrictions and the 
stressful situation, I kept doing what I loved the most, 
growing plants, organizing field trips, and collecting 
data. I do not know if I am meant to be here or just 
destiny, but it was my choice, that I took with a lot of 
courage, and I will never regret it. I finally would like 
to thank Liette, for her support, mentorship, and her 
faith in me, which made me proud and motivated to 
give the best version of myself.

Written by: Mohamed Lahbib Ben Kalifa, Master in Biological Sciences

Photo of research vineyard in the winter of 2020. 
Photo by: Margaret Hughes.

QUOTE-LEFT
Walking around trees, breathing 
fresh air, and falling deep within 
nature’s arms is what makes me feel 
alive and happy. 



Another collaborative project: Ontario-Quebec in 
Baie-St-Paul, on climate change

The Baie-Saint-Paul region in Quebec is well known for its 
natural landscape, cultural heritage and high biodiversity. 
This wealth is the result of a symbiosis between a river, 
a sea and mountain ranges. It is the result of a very 
rich geomorphological past: the natural reasons (high 
seismicity zone, exposure to high tides and storms in a 
northern climate) that have shaped this landscape are 
still very active. Natural hazards (earthquakes, high tides, 
storms, ice jams) will be amplified in intensity by the 
effects of climate change. 

Ecosystem-based adaptation is a promising approach to 
improve resilience not only of the community, but also 
its environment. This is an approach that we are taking 
in a new project in collaboration with other universities 
in Québec (National Institute for Scientific Research 
(principal investigator) and University of Montreal) 
and Ontario (University of Ottawa) and funded by the 
Réseau Québec-Maritime and Marine Environmental 
Observation Prediction and Response network. Using 
several techniques, solutions will be examined and 
presented to the community to determine which ones 
may be more socially acceptable and feasible. For 
community sustainability, connecting and engaging 
communities is essential for long-term implementation 
of solutions, especially to achieve SDG 13 on climate 
action. Unfortunately, the project has been slow to start 
due to the pandemic...but more to come. 

In the last couple of years, my Chair and collaborators have continued our reflection on the future of education, and 
the importance of ensuring that teachers better integrate the most fundamental component of our lives: the natural 
environment where we live. In a first paper (“New pathways for teaching and learning: the posthumanist approach”, 
Canadian Commission for UNESCO, Ottawa, Canada, December 2020), with Fiona Blaikie and Christine Daigle, we 
discuss how the current pedagogical system may limit the capacity to allow children to reconnect to nature. We propose 
that a more holistic approach (that also integrates Indigenous systems, as well) may lead to higher quality of education 
and support the SDGs to a greater extent.

Baie-St-Paul shoreline. Photo taken by: Principal 
Investigator Damien Pham Van Bang (Institut 
national de la recherche scientifique).  

Furthering the discussion on education for 
sustainable development



In 2019, I participated in a symposium organized during the annual meeting of l’ACFAS (Association Canadienne 
français pour l’avancement des sciences) by Diane Pruneau. This symposium explored diverse approaches to support 
education in the environment, including climate change, to children and communities in various countries. Following 
the symposium, Diane encouraged me to publish my reflection in an article, which was recently published (Vasseur, « 
Enjeux d’éducation aux changements climatiques auprès des communautés », Éducation relative à l’environnement 
[En ligne], Volume 15 - 2 | 2020, DOI: https://doi.org/10.4000/ere.5908). In this paper, I continue advocating for the 
importance of community engagement to bring about new solutions for dealing with climate change. However, to do 
so, it is essential to provide education in way that is clear and easy to understand as one of the major barriers for climate 
change action has been misinformation and the use of scientific jargon that is not well understood by the general public. 
This has led to limited action, as people don’t clearly see what their role is on climate change action. SDG13 is very 
important to also ensuring that many other SDGs can be achieved. We cannot wait to start this discussion.

… and for climate change

A back-to-basics approach can help keep busy 
and healthy during COVID-19
Early in the COVID-19 pandemic, with the spring coming, 
concerns related to food security became a major issue 
in Canada. Although food insecurity is experienced 
daily by many people (even in developed countries), 
the possible challenge of farmers being able to maintain 
their production emphasized the vulnerability of the 
current food production system in the country. It let 
people begin to rethink their food habits and where their 
food came from. I felt it was important to encourage 
people to go back-to-basics. In a few articles and blogs in 
local newspapers, my research team decided to provide 
tips to help residents think about how to increase their 
food production and/or understand the importance of 
local producers, and their consumption patterns, and 
ecological footprints. This can help to reduce waste 
and lessen our impact on the planet in the future. Many 
forgot about how food is produced; this is especially 
true for children in urban centres. Home gardening 
is a relatively inexpensive, educational and practical 
hobby that the household can do together. For families 
with kids, it’s also a great way to keep the little ones 
entertained while learning some basics about natural 
systems and sharpening math skills. It was easy to also 
relate this to the Sustainable Development Goals 2, 3, 
and 12 as food production at home can contribute to food 

security, heathier choices and reflection on consumption 
patterns. For children, it can also be a a good educational 
experience!



A little pest: possibly not the first, 
but certainly not the last
Our paper, entitled: “Variation among 532 genomes unveils the origin and evolutionary history of a global 
herbivore,” was published on the Editors’ Highlights webpage of Nature Communications with other recent 
research called “Ecology and evolution.” This was a great collaboration among scientists across several countries, 
with work being completed in China with the Chair’s partners. This paper demonstrates how human movements 
across the world have historically led to bringing exotic species across oceans. 

In this case, we proposed that the Columbian exchange was the source of moving the diamondback moth from 
South America (its place of origin), to the Caribbean and then Europe. Slave trade with Africa further brought the 
species to this continent. It is important to underline that this worldwide pest is not the only one that has been 
moving across all countries. But, being resistant to pretty much all classes of pesticides, means that this little pest 
can threaten food security in a serious way in the future. While it is mainly attacking brassica crops, it has also 
been jumping on peas in Africa. 

Two lessons from this: 

Nature-based solutions for long-term sustainability

Considering the levels of land degradation, land and 
water pollution, and loss of biodiversity, solutions to 
improve our environment should be carefully considered. 
To be sustainable, these solutions must address societal 
challenges while, at the same time, protect and restore 
biodiversity and natural ecosystems. One cannot happen 
without the other. These actions are called Nature-based 
Solutions (NbS). Nature-based Solutions are any actions 
that address challenges that societies are facing by 
protecting, sustainably managing, and restoring natural 
or modified ecosystems. In July 2020, the International 
Union for Conservation of Nature launched the Global 
Standard for NbS. As a member of the team for NbS at 
the Commission on Ecosystem Management of IUCN, I 

1 2

With global trade and greater movement, 
it is expected that more invasions can happen, and 
this include human diseases such as COVID-19. 
 

For worldwide pests, which many are becoming 
resistant to pesticides, it is important to start 
thinking about how to develop more sustainable 
agriculture techniques to ensure sustainability. 

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-020-16178-9
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-020-16178-9


Imagining the future of knowledge mobilisation

Building back better

In December 2019, the Canadian Commission for UNESCO (CCUNESCO) and the Social Sciences and Humanities 
Research Council (SSHRC) sent a call for proposals to the UNESCO Chairs in Canada to prepare thought leadership 
papers reflecting on the subject of Knowledge Mobilization. Six Canadian and one German chair of the UNESCO Chairs 
network contributed to a dialogue on how to communicate about critical issues such as climate change, inequity, and 
health as articulated in the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). My chair, in collaboration with the UNESCO 
Chair on Food, Biodiversity and Sustainability Studies and the UNESCO Chair on Island Studies and Sustainability, 
produced a paper entitled: “Imagining the future of Knowledge Mobilization: Perspective from UNESCO Chairs” to 
initiate the discussion on this big divide between researchers and the media. Considerations are proposed to increase 
the possibility that knowledge mobilisation should not be seen as a burden, but an essential way to ensure that science 
is available to all (as stated in the UNESCO Recommendation 2017 on Science and Scientific Researchers). Without 
more attention on the sharing of accurate and relevant information, fake news and misinformation can continue to 
run rampant and limit the capacity for people to understand the importance of the SDGs and how researchers are 
contributing to a more sustainable future. 

The COVID-19 pandemic in 2020 pushed many of us to 
reflect on how our world will be once it is over: will we get 
back to the old normal or a new normal? As a UNESCO 
Chair and as President of the Canadian Commission for 
UNESCO, two initiatives came up. The first was to co-
write with Sebastien Goupil, then Secretary General 
of the commission, a policy brief entitled “Investing 
in Ecosystems and Green Infrastructure: the Way to 
Go for Post-COVID-19 Recovery,” that was published 
in the Canadian Science Policy Centre. But also, as 
UNESCO Chairs, some of us decided, with the support 
of the commission, to further develop some policy 
briefs that are being published in iPolitics. This series, 
called “Building Back Better,” aims to bring together 
sustainable economic recovery ideas to make our 
communities stronger in a post-COVID-19 world. The 

have been contributing to defining how ecosystem governance and community engagement are essential aspects to 
resolving societal challenges. In November 2020, we organized a webinar dialogue to present the standard, and introduce 
each of the eight criteria. With both the COVID-19 pandemic and the realisation of the importance of healthy ecosystems 
for reducing the likelihood of future pandemics, this launch and the work that we are now embarking on is critical to 
achieving the SDG’s and the targets set in the post-2020 biodiversity agenda of the Convention on Biological Diversity. 

file:///Users/Alyssa/Downloads/ImaginingFutureOfKnowledgeMobilization%20(1).pdf


series highlights how responding to the COVID-19 crisis through adaptive and strategic infrastructure investments 
can preserve critical ecosystems, increase the use of green infrastructure, and protect regional resources and 
distribution systems. The contributions of my team (as this is a collaborative) so far have included: Investing in 
ecosystems: the cornerstone for sustainable renewal of the Canadian economy; Urban ecosystem investments 
to support Canadian sustainable economies; Wetland ecosystem investments to support Canadian sustainable 
economies; Building back with nature in mind through Nature-based Solutions; and Conservation Agriculture and 
Agroecology: integrating a more sustainable and safer way of farming. Some of them are going to be published in 
the near future. 

Beyond Sustainability
Scientists have long documented how 
globalisation, urbanisation and industrialisation, 
such as unsustainable mining and agricultural 
practices, result in air and water pollution, land 
degradation, biodiversity loss that negatively affect 
human and ecosystem health. The western human way 
of thinking sees humans as the most important species 
on the planet, with dominion over the natural world 
and the right to exploit natural resources as they wish. 

Through discussions, Christine Daigle and I decided 
to put a very diverse interdisciplinary team together 
to apply to the Exploration New Frontier Research 
Fund of the Canadian government, which we 
received in April 2020. This project looks at new and 
transformative ways of thinking about how humans 
interact with the natural environment to create 
a more inclusive worldview. At the heart of this 
transformation is the idea of “systems thinking,” 
a holistic look at how all components of our lives, 
from people to nature, are forming an integrated 
system where all components are interrelated and 
interdependent with one another. This is close to 
the Indigenous way of knowing. While COVID-19 
has restricted us in our capacity to engage in the 

various activities that we wanted to accomplish, 
it gave us an opportunity to discover the ways of 
knowing of the various partners. A series of papers 
are coming soon that will explore different aspects 
of what are we talking about when we think about 
beyond sustainability and transformative change. 
This pandemic, to be sure, has really brought this 
important message front and center. 

QUOTE-LEFT There is an urgent need to 
rethink and transform our 
relationships with one another 
and the natural environment. 

 



Since 1998, I have been the associate editor of the 
Canadian Journal of Botany, now called Botany. I should 
admit that I have a soft spot for the journal as I was 
initially trained as a plant ecologist. Although I am now an 
interdisciplinary researcher, I continue doing research in 
plant science as well as being involved with organizations 
such as the Canadian Botanical Association. I believe 
that first, it is important to maintain some focus while 
still ensuring that the results and information can serve 
at a greater level that is related to environmental issues, 
communities or sustainable development. At the same 
time, as an academic, I continue to believe that we have a 
role in community service by ensuring that the process of 
publication is fair and validated by peers. While it is always 
great and satisfying to publish as a researcher, this process 
should be reciprocal as behind all publications, there are 
many people who have work to evaluate, coordinate the 
publications, and more. However, without this process, 
knowledge mobilisation, at least at a certain level, would 
not be accessible. Now, how do we may sure that this 
information reaches the communities, we discussed this 
in the knowledge mobilisation paper!?

Café causerie avec ACFAS on open science  
The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated, more than ever, the importance of accurate and relevant information to 
all citizens. Interestingly, the reputation of researchers and their information became more accepted and perceived 
as trustworthy by the media and the population in general. But it has also demonstrated the importance for open 
access to this information. The UNESCO Recommendation 2017 on Science and Scientific Researchers has underlined 
the importance of open science to the benefit of all. In 2019, at the General Conference of UNESCO, the member parties 
voted for the development of a recommendation on open science. Canada has taken the move towards open science 
seriously by initiating discussion as well as appointing an executive director of the Open Government to coordinate 
efforts across federal agencies to increase stakeholder engagement and dialogue on open government. In May 2020, 
both Mélanie Robert and I were invited to present in a webinar organised by ACFAS in their “café causerie” series on 
“La science ouverte au Canada et au Québec : Contexte et enjeux” (open science in Canada and Quebec: context and 
issues). This was jointly organized by the CCUNESCO and the Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat. This was a great 
opportunity to start a discussion — which is just beginning — on what it means and how this will apply over the long 
term at various levels, from governmental agencies to researchers in universities. I should say, more has been done 
since, so stay tuned for the next newsletter for updates!

Becoming co-editor in chief of Botany: 
a new adventure


