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February 15, 2025 was an incredible day for
the African Nova Scotian community across
the Western region. A time of communion,
celebration, and commemoration. To see over
35 Black and African Nova Scotian Women
come together was truly inspiring. Our vision
for a healthier and just Community includes
the dimensions of restorative justice, meaning
in order to heal from the prescribed conditions
of environmental racism and injustice we must
relate to one another in order to heal and
restore our community connections but also
connect back to our past, honouring the
leaders and loves ones that walked the path
before us. 

On this day we heard from and celebrated
many “firsts” to come from our region. Our
Keynote speaker, Leanne achieved several
firsts, including becoming the first Black female
Corporal and later, the first Black female
Commissioned Officer. 

Our Community Awards celebrated members
in the region of their contributions and
successes in specific award categories, the
following recipients for the 2025 Spill the Tea
Community Awards are:
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C E N T R E  F O R
E N V I R O N M E N T A L  J U S T I C E  

L E G A C Y  I N  A C T I O N
COMMUNITY/VOLUNTEER SERVICE- BARB FALK 1.
EXCELLENCE IN EDUCATION AWARD - WANDA
DOUCETTE 

2.

SERVICE IN NURSING AWARD- SANDRA DAVIS 3.
SOCIAL JUSTICE AND UNITY AWARD- EILEEN
SANDERSON

4.

FEDERAL SERVICE AWARD- JEAN FOLLETT5.
EXCELLENCE IN PROFESSIONAL SPORTS-
OLYMPIAN AND HALL OF FAMER MARJORIE
TURNER-BAILEY

6.

EXCELLENCE IN FINE ARTS- SYLVIA BELL7.
BLACK WOMEN ENTREPRENEURSHIP AWARD-
ANDREA DAVIS

8.

DEDICATION TO MINISTRY AND UNITY AWARD-
SHEILA HARTLEY-SCOTT

9.

PRESERVATION OF HISTORY AWARD- BEVERLY
COX 

10.

DEDICATION IN SOCIAL WORK AWARD- SETI
BORDEN 

11.

Thank you to our special guests, cater, MC, event
volunteers, and Board of Directors for your
outstanding work in making this event successful. To
our sponsors and funders, without your support this
event wouldn’t have been possible. Thank you to the
Association of Black Social Workers (ABSW), the
Municipality of Shelburne, ANS Western Service
Providers Network, Osprey Arts Center and
African Nova Scotian Affairs (ANSA). 

President's Report 

Sincerely, 

President, Centre for Environmental Justice 

VHartley
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The Centre for Environmental Justice was established to address the longstanding issue of
environmental racism in the historic African Nova Scotian Community in the South End of
Shelburne. Across Nova Scotia, Mi’kmaw and African Nova Scotian Communities have felt the
effects and impacts of systemic environmental racism for decades. 

In Nova Scotia’s climate risk and vulnerability assessment, African Nova Scotians and Black
Women in the province are at an elevated risk of climate and social injustice. Our Women have
often led these movements, this was our time to recognize, celebrate, and commemorate their
contributions and legacy as African Nova Scotian and Black Women in the Western region past,
present, and future. 

Overall Spill the Tea, embodies supportive approaches to community-centered healing from
environmental racism and injustice. Providing programs at the intersection of social and
environmental justice allows for a concentric approach to addressing racism and injustice. 
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C E N T R E  F O R
E N V I R O N M E N T A L  J U S T I C E  

P R O G R A M  O V E R V I E W

P R O G R A M  H I G H L I G H T S

Uniting African Nova Scotian Women:
Successfully launched the "Spill the Tea" event, fostering a powerful gathering of over
35 African Nova Scotian women from across the expansive Western region (Yarmouth
to Liverpool).
Created a vital space for connection, support, and celebration within the Community.

Intergenerational Cultural Celebration:
Featured impactful Afro-Indigenous dance and drumming performances, bridging over
three generations.high end 
Spaces for Youth and Elders to connect and share stories/knowledge 

"Say Their Names" Memorial Ceremony
Delivered a memorial ceremony, "Say Their Names", featuring over 60 African Nova
Scotian Women and a reading of names by Sheila Hartley-Scott.
Offered a respectful tribute to influential Women (mothers, grandmothers, aunts,
sisters, and friends) who have passed, acknowledging their lasting impact among our
Communities.
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C E N T R E  F O R
E N V I R O N M E N T A L  J U S T I C E  

Community Awards and High Tea Service:
Celebrated outstanding community contributions through dedicated awards,
highlighting the positive impact of African Nova Scotian Women in our Communities.
Enhanced the event atmosphere with a traditional high tea service, fostering a sense
of Community and belonging.

Keynote Speaker and Spoken Word:
Leanne Sample delivered an inspiring keynote address that empowered and motivated
the attendees.
Lyndi Goulden performed her original spoken word, speaking to the challenges of
growing up in a rural Community at the intersection of identity as a young African
Nova Scotian lady.

O U R  O U T C O M E S

Community: Built strong connections and intergenerational bonds among Black women.
Inclusion: Elevated the voices and contributions of Black and African Nova Scotian women.
Healing: Fostered trust and dialogue for restorative justice.
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Strengthening Community Connections: 
Successfully bringing over 35 Black and ANS Women across the western region
together to celebrate and commemorate each other. Our light networking session
allowed for the increase of intergenerational connections and knowledge sharing
between Black women of different ages and backgrounds. 

Promoting and Increase Social Inclusion:  
Working with Elders and Youth to increase the amount of social networks and events
Elders in the Community attend. Participants shared that the event was one of the first
and allowed for an elevated connection and sense of belonging within the ANS
community.

Restorative Justice: 
As a community-based society we understand the importance of developing and
creating trusting and authentic relationships. The event allowed for the region to build
trust with the CEJ. 
Our keynote speaker, Leanne Sample spoke to the importance of building relationships
and fostering trust systems that have historically caused harm or injustice. 

C E N T R E  F O R
E N V I R O N M E N T A L  J U S T I C E  

I M P A C T  &  M E A S U R I N G  S U C C E S S
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GENES AND GEOGRAPHY: 
DISPARITIES IN CANCER INCIDENCE 

AND OUTCOMES 
IN A BLACK CANADIAN COMMUNITY

AUTHORS: MARIA BELEN MIGUEL, JULIET M. DANIEL, INGRID WALDRON, PAOLA A.
MARIGNANI, SHEILA BOAMAH, LAWRENCE MBUAGBAW, LOUISE DELISLE, AND VANESSA

HARTLEY

A REPORT ON SHELBURNE RESIDENTS’ EXPERIENCES
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This qualitative report is part of a larger study “Genes and Geography:

Disparities in Cancer Incidence and Outcomes in a Black Canadian Community”,

which aims to determine and identify interactions between environmental,

biological, genetic, socio-economic and lifestyle factors that may be driving the

high cancer incidence and poor health outcomes in an African Nova Scotian

community (South Shelburne) that resided close to a dump that was used for

industrial, medical and residential waste for over 75 years until its unofficial

closure in December 2016 (24). This mixed-method study involved biospecimen

sampling, genomic sequencing, focus groups, interviews, and qualitative

surveys; this report will focus on the latter. 

 The objectives of the larger study are to: 

Determine the demographic and socio-economic profile of Shelburne

residents with a cancer history. 

Conduct a “historical geography” of the Shelburne Dump. 

Characterize the toxic metals (metallomes) and carcinogen profiles of

biospecimens from Shelburne residents. 

Identify genetic/epigenetic changes in Shelburne residents’ genomes that

may explain cancer susceptibility. 

 

 To achieve these objectives, it was necessary: 

To explore associations between a cancer history and sociodemographic

profile, to determine the effect of living in South Shelburne in the context of

a family history of cancer.  

To conduct on-site visits to the dump and make photographic records of

anomalies and in the surrounding Shelburne community examining homes

closest to the dump in terms of exposure potential.  

To conduct a historical review of newspaper articles regarding the

Shelburne dump. 

To analyze toenail samples to determine concentrations of 37 metallomes in

Shelburne residents. 

To sequence the genomic DNA of Shelburne residents who participated in

the study. 

02
Page 29



EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report explored the experiences of Shelburne residents and their

perceptions of living close to the dump. The qualitative findings suggest the

following: 

Participants’ past experiences with the dump were nostalgic (as kids, some

participants experienced the dump as a playground). The dump was

sometimes associated with compensating for economic shortfalls, as their

parents would retrieve items they needed (and could not afford) from the

dump. 

Negative social impact and stigma stemming from living close to the dump

was experienced, which sometimes would lead to intersectional

discrimination due to being Black. 

Environmental impacts of the dump include air pollution, contaminated

water, and contaminated food, among others. These would disrupt their

habits and impact their food and water consumption. 

Perceptions of the link between their dump and diseases exist, as many

participants reflected on poor health as being a consequence of the dump

proximity. 

Inadequate and insufficient services exist in Shelburne. 

Shelburne Town Council’s response regarding the dump is perceived as

insufficient. 

 

We hope this report will shed light on environmental racism by determining the

extent to which cancer can be attributed to multiple factors, including

biological/genetic, environmental, lifestyle, and the structural/social

determinants of health. 

03
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ABSTRACT
Cancer is now the leading cause of death in Canada but little is known about

Canadian cancer disparities despite numerous international studies reporting

disparities in cancer incidence and outcomes for people of African ancestry.

These disparities reflect the interplay of social determinants of health, the

environment and genetics. As North American people of African ancestry often

reside in low-income neighborhoods near polluting industries, cancer

disparities may be due to an interplay of high environmental contaminants

exposure and/or an ancestral genetic susceptibility. In this qualitative study, we

explored the lived experiences of  an African Nova Scotian community (South

Shelburne) who have an inordinately high incidence and family history of

various cancers. We identified interactions among environmental, biological

and genetic factors as well as the structural/social determinants of health

(SDOH) that may be driving the high cancer incidence and poor health

outcomes in the South Shelburne community. Our goal was to lay a solid

foundation to develop novel therapies for current high fatality cancers in

people of African Ancestry in Canada and globally, and recommend health

policy changes to reduce or eliminate cancer health inequities.  

 This research involved a team of social scientists, toxicologists, cancer

biologists, geographers, biostatisticians and epidemiologists, as well as

qualitative and quantitative methods. This report presents the findings of the

qualitative arm of the Genes and Geography project. The residents of South

Shelburne engaged in a focus group and semi-structured interviews to share

their experiences regarding the local dump, discussing its impact on their

childhood and family life, environmental concerns arising from its proximity,

and potential health implications, including perceived cancer risks. Participants

also discussed the support systems available and the inadequate response

from the Shelburne council regarding the dump's impact. The findings from our

qualitative study underscore the complex interplay of environmental, social

determinants of health, and genetic factors that may be contributing to the

heightened cancer risks faced by the African Nova Scotian South Shelburne

community.  04
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BACKGROUND

Cancer and Health Disparities

Cancer is a heterogeneous family of diseases characterized by abnormal cell

proliferation in any part of the body. Uncontrolled cell proliferation is typically due

to genetic alterations that can be inherited or caused by chemical (e.g., asbestos,

formaldehyde, tobacco smoke, pollution), physical (UV radiation), or biological

(bacterial or viral infectious agents) carcinogens (1). Cancer is now the leading

cause of death in Canada and the second leading cause of death globally (1, 2). In

Canada, projections for 2024 estimate that an average of 675 people will be

diagnosed with cancer each day, with 241 lives lost daily to the disease. Despite

advancements in research and treatment, increasing evidence from studies in

the USA and United Kingdom have reported significant disparities in cancer

incidence and outcomes, particularly for people of African ancestry (3, 4).  

In the 2016 Canadian Census, Black individuals (from African ancestry) comprised

3.5% of the population (1.2 million) yet exhibited disproportionately high cancer

prevalence (25). Systemic inequities in income, housing, education, and

healthcare, compounded by racial discrimination and stigma, hinder access to

medical care. While originally attributed to low socio-economic status (SES),

these disparities are now understood to arise from a complex interplay of SES,

lifestyle, environmental and genetic/epigenetic factors (5-7). For example,

disparities in prostate cancer incidence and mortality in Hispanic and Black men

compared to Caucasian men hint at genetic factors contributing to these

disparities (8, 9). Recent Canadian studies show that the main determinants of

health are not rooted simply in medical or behavioral factors but are also

outcomes of structural determinants of health (SDOH) such as race, poverty,

employment/income, neighborhood/housing quality, access to healthcare,

education, exposure to crime/violence and racial profiling (10-14). Racial

minorities in Canada experience many of these SDOH and thus these marginalized

groups exhibit higher rates of prolonged stress, poor mental health, substance

abuse and chronic diseases such as cancer (15).  05
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BACKGROUND

Nova Scotian Cancer Disparities

Residents of African descent/ancestry represent the largest minority group in

Nova Scotia, with the African Nova Scotian (Black) community in the south end of

Shelburne facing significant health inequities. Shelburne, home to approximately

1800 residents, was one of the largest Black Loyalist settlements in North America

in the 1700s and remains a historical hub for Black Canadians, many of whom

currently work as domestics or manual laborers in hospitals, shipyards or fishing

plants (14, 16). This community experiences unusually high cancer incidence and

mortality, often linked to decades of living downhill from a dump that accepted

industrial, medical, and residential waste for over 75 years (14, 17, 18).  

 These enduring impacts of environmental injustices, colonialism, and

systemic/structural racism have further exacerbated these health disparities

within African Nova Scotian communities. Historical barriers, such as the absence

of healthcare services in rural African Nova Scotian areas until the late 1930s,

combined with ongoing systemic challenges, including cultural insensitivity

among healthcare workers, transportation barriers, and the prohibitive cost of

medications, have negatively affected both physical and mental health. These

structural determinants of health have culminated in disproportionately high

rates of chronic diseases, such as cancer and diabetes, and increased mortality

compared to white Nova Scotians and the general population (19-20).  

Despite the increased burden of chronic disease within the African Nova Scotian

communities, little is known about their overall health status. This study aimed to

identify and analyze the interplay of environmental, biological, genetic, socio-

economic, and lifestyle factors contributing to the high cancer incidence and

poor health outcomes in the African Nova Scotian community of South Shelburne.

The findings will serve as a foundation for developing innovative therapies for

high-fatality cancers affecting people of African ancestry in Canada and globally,

while informing health policy reforms to address and reduce cancer-related

health inequities. 06
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METHODOLOGY

Design

This convergent mixed-methods study consisted of qualitative (focus groups,

one-on-one interviews), and quantitative (surveys) approaches. Conducted

between 2023 and 2024, the convergent design allowed for parallel collection

of interview and survey data. The quantitative arm incorporated biospecimen

sampling and genomic sequencing to enhance the study’s analytical depth.

However, this paper will primarily focus on the qualitative findings. 

Ethics approval for the study was obtained from the Hamilton Integrated

Research Ethics Board #14255. Participants were notified in advance that their

participation in the study was voluntary, and written consent was obtained

from all participants. 

Sample and participants 

To determine the demographic and socio-economic profile of Shelburne

residents with a cancer history, we conducted a cross-sectional analytical

study that involved residents from the south end of Shelburne (environmentally

exposed group, as depicted in Figure 1) and the north end (non-exposed

comparator group).  

As for the recruitment process, the participants were reached out via phone

calls, email, and social media posts to encourage participation from the

community. 

07
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Figure 1. Map of Shelburne. From A community of widows: How African Nova

Scotians are confronting a history of environmental racism, by CBC, 2018, CBC

Radio (21). Retrieved December 1, 2024, from

https://www.cbc.ca/radio/thecurrent/features/facing-race/a-community-of-

widows-how-african-nova-scotians-are-confronting-a-history-of-

environmental-racism-1.4497952 Copyright 2018 by CBC.

Data collection

For the qualitative arm, we facilitated a 75-minute focus group and 14

interviews: 12 were conducted in person one-on-one between the interviewer

and participant; the remaining 2 involved 2 participants each. In total, 16

interview participants, 4 men and 12 women, participated in the interviews that

lasted between 25 - 50 minutes. All the participants were 45 years old or older.

A structured guide was provided to facilitate discussions during the focus

groups and interviews, covering a range of relevant topics. Interviews were

conducted by two members of the research team, with oversight from a third

team member specializing in qualitative methodologies. 

METHODOLOGY

08
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METHODOLOGY

Data analysis

The data analysis was conducted using Nvivo software, and the thematic

framework loosely followed the structure of the interview guides. The analysis

followed Braun and Clarke's steps: the researcher immersed in the qualitative

data (interviews and a focus group) to generate codes, which were combined

into themes. These themes were reviewed and their significance was

determined. The last step involves reporting findings, which you may find

below. 

09
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RESULTS

RESULTS

Demographics/Baseline

For the recruitment process, we reached out via phone calls, email, and social

media posts to encourage participation from the community. In total, 30 45-

year-old or older participants were included in the study. 

The themes and subthemes that emerged from the semi structured interviews

were the following: 

Past experiences with the dump:  Naturalization of the dump, the dump as a

playground, and the dump as a resource. 

Negative social impact of the dump: Stigma, intersectional discrimination,

and environmental racism. 

Environmental impact of the dump: Unwanted animals, environmental

hazards, air pollution, poor quality of the water, and food contamination. 

Self-perceived health impact of the dump: More prone to pulmonary

diseases, and more prone to cancer 

Resources: Adequate resources, insufficient resources, and inadequate

resources 

Unsatisfactory response from the Shelburne Town Council: Non-existent

help, racist treatment, and recommendations. 
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Past experiences with the dump

Negative social impact of the dump

Environmental impact of the dump

Self-perceived health impact of the dump

Resources

Unsatisfactory response from the Shelburne Town
Council

Desired response from the Council

A

B

C

D

E

F

RESULTS

11

These themes and subthemes are described below. Please note that ‘FP’ stands

for female participant and ‘MP’ for male participant in the interviews and focus

groups. FG refers exclusively for focus group participants. 

G
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FP7: “All I can say is, well, all I can say is back then, none of us was aware,

you know, the harm that could do. We were kids. We're all kids in the

neighborhood. We played on the dump, picked berries up the dump.”

PAST EXPERIENCES WITH
THE DUMP

Participants started the recollection of their experiences with the dump during

their childhood by contextualizing it as a normal part of their lives. In this sense,

living close to the dump and its impact had been naturalized.

The dump was a familiar setting perceived as non-threatening. This

perception occurred due to a lack of awareness regarding its potential

negative impacts. 

FP5: “The dump was just part of life.”

FP9: “(...) Back then, (the dump) was a normal everyday thing.”

The residents of Shelburne would visit the dump for recreational activities and

to compensate for economic shortfalls. 

RECREATIONAL PURPOSE: THE DUMP AS A PLAYGROUND

Shelburne residents would go to the dump to play with their friends, relatives,

or alone. They would use disposed items as toys. 

FP1: “We used to go to the dump to play, because we'd use the car hoods

as sleds going down over the Hills.”

FP10: “We just went to play, because it was a playground. It became a

playground. More specifically, if I can remember, we were there a lot.

Yeah. We were there with mom a lot. We never went alone, was always

with mom. Yeah.”

12
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 MP13: “(...) As a matter of fact, I can remember getting syringes and using

them as squirt guns. 

 FP13: “From the dump?” 

 MP13: “Yeah. We’d go out looking for bike parks all the time.” 

Similarly, their parents would also retrieve disposed items from the dump.

COMPENSATING FOR ECONOMIC SHORTFALLS: THE DUMP AS A TROVE OF

RESOURCES

The dump was not only used for disposal; it often served as a place to retrieve

disposed items that were needed. 

FP3: “It was... everybody was doing it. We all would get together and we

would go up and we would rip things apart, and we would put our hands

into the things and have our hands into these liquids. And yeah, we didn't

really think too much about it other than we were gonna get something

that we needed.” 

MP8: “We rooted through it. We found things, we lived off the dump, some

of us.” 

The fact that residents would ‘live off the dump’ (MP8) was directly linked to

their precarious economic situations. 

FP3: “And Dad said it didn't matter at the time because you weren't

thinking about 20 years from now, you're just thinking about, ‘I need this

thing right now.” 

FP10: “We would go there, because Mom would pick up household items

and things and bring them home, and we would go and pick up dolls and

toys and blankets. I remember mom picking up pots and pans, and there

might even have been appliances that she would have picked up, and just

things for the house that we didn't have.” 

13

In conclusion, the dump played a crucial role in participants’ lives, as it would

compensate for their lack of resources and would also serve recreational

purposes. These activities were carried out without any concern due the lack

of awareness or access to information on the negative health impacts of the

dump. 
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NEGATIVE SOCIAL
IMPACT OF THE DUMP 

Living close to the dump impacted the social lives of the participants and their

families. In this sense, it led to isolation. 

STIGMA

Such segregation was a direct consequence of stigma. In this sense, most

participants discussed being discriminated against due to living close to the

dump. 

FP3: “(...) when I was a kid I would make friends, but some of their parents

didn't want me to come visit. (...) Because I'm from this side of the tracks.

Because I stink like the dump (laughs).” 

14
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Living close to the dump exacerbated the racism experienced by the

participants, resulting in intersectional discrimination based on their

economic status, race, and residential location. 

INTERSECTIONAL DISCRIMINATION

FP3: “So, I would say... When you're from this area, you don't really see how

you're being treated differently, but when you leave the area, you realize

that there's things about being on this side of the tracks. (...) And I left,

and I came back, and people didn't know me anymore. They didn't know

that I was from this side of the tracks. So, when I came back, I realized

that... There is a stigma. There is a stigma and there is, you know, growing

up we were treated differently, and a lot of that can probably be because

maybe we smelled like the dump.” 

FP10: “Absolutely. Stigma. We were... There was a lot of stigmatization

that went on there. We were stigmatized because of where we grew up

and lived. We didn't always... we were poor. (...)” 

FP1: “Yeah, we hung out together, yeah. No, I don't remember those guys

ever treated you any good, so…” 

Interviewer: “So you think... Do you think it was because of where you

lived?” 

FP1: “I think... A part of that and I think part of it, too, was because we

were Black too, right?” 

Interviewer: “But how do you think that they perceived you, like, took you

because of where you live or us and because of where we live?” 

FP2: “Because we were colored, and we lived at the south end of town.

They were white. They lived there, all the other areas. And every chance

they got, they give you that N word or say something to you. Not that I

cared.” 

15

The stigma to living close to the dump was sometimes recognized at the

moment; however, other participants only identified it after relocating.
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Discrimination played a crucial role in deciding where to place the dump site.

Some participants discussed environmental racism, explaining that the

decision to place the dump in Shelburne was deliberate.

ENVIRONMENTAL RACISM

FP7: “I mean, it's fact that the dumps all dumps were put in by Black

communities and that that's fact that… that's going on for years and they

stand.”

FP5: “Uh. No, I don't think so. I mean for me, when it comes to anything

that is a disadvantage to anybody, it always seems to be placed or land in

the backyard of the disadvantaged groups.”

The proximity to the dump not only affected the social aspects, but also led to

environmental consequences.

16

In this sense, the participants were discriminated against for being from low

income families, for their skin colour, and for their residential location.
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ENVIRONMENTAL IMPACT
OF THE DUMP

The dump would attract unwanted animals to Shelburne, such as seagulls and

rats. 

The participants also discussed the presence of ash, smoke, fires, and liquid

runoffs that the dump would generate. 

FFP3: “OK, so there were... I recall seagulls, a lot of seagulls, walking

around, there was always seagulls into the trash, ripping things apart. I

don't really remember seeing too many rats. I don't even know if I ever

seen any rats. But I'm sure there was rats. I'm sure there was. I'm sure

there was all kinds of living creatures in there, the birds, like I said, I've

seen seagulls left, right and center (...)” 

FP6: “All the seagulls and all the crows and the rats. Yes. So, they were...

They basically probably came all the way down from this dump all the way

down to the end of the street. And probably further into the community,

you would see rats all the time going up down the street and walking back

(...)” 

FP4: “The ashes would fall on your houses and stuff when you were

walking. Sometimes you would get it on your shoulders and your clothes,

and you'd have to brush it off.” 

FP3: “(...) I remember when you would drive up to the dump. There's like a

edge, like a hillside. Yeah. And you would see stuff oozing out of the hill,

and it would be like, like oily, brown, yucky, sludgy. And it would fill up the

ditch along the side and this smell was bad, but at the time everything

smelled bad.” 

 MP13: “Fires every night. The sky was... Up that way was just a line of fire,

a wall of blazing fire (...).” 
17
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