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Students join hunt for sustainable city

Gathering spurs teens to help build a healthy environment

Laurie Monsebraaten

GTA BUREAU CHIEF

A composter for the school cafeteria, fundraising ideas for the environment club and a

recycling program for schoolyard waste. 

These are just some of the projects high school students from across Greater Toronto

are launching as part of a push to get youth involved in building cities that are 

environmentally, economically and socially healthy.

“This is the first conference I’ve been to that deals with sustainability,” said Qaizra

Kara, one of more than 170 students who attended a Toronto conference yesterday aimed at linking education to community action.

“I’m learning that this is much bigger than just the environment. It’s about economic and social issues, too. It’s our future,” said Kara, a Grade 12 student at Pickering’s Dunbarton High School who wants to help her school create a cafeteria composting system to reduce garbage. 

The students were joined by members of local business, government and community organizations who shared their insights and experience in building awareness about how the environmental, economic and social life of cities are intricately linked.

They led workshops on a range of topics including homelessness, gridlock, political advocacy, water pollution and community gardening. 
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OAC students Chris Tovee and Crystal Kelly participated in a workshop on banning residential pesticide use, an issue currently on the political agenda in Toronto and York Region. 

“It’s interesting to learn how it moves through the political process,” said Kelly, who, along with Tovee, attends the Scarborough Academy for Technological, Environmental and Computer Studies at W.A. Porter Collegiate. “If you don’t know how it works, how are you going to take action?”

Tovee said he would take some of the advocacy ideas back to the school’s environmental club.

“It’s a really good experience. There’s so much to learn.”

King City Secondary student Inuk Zandvakili has just helped set up a recycling program for his school. 

“I don’t think the average student really knows what sustainability is really all about,” the Grade 12 student said.  “It’s our job to get the word out.”

Zandvakili said he wants his school’s environment club to tap into special funds from environmental foundations so King City Secondary can launch bigger projects, such as an outdoor classroom.

The two-day event, organized by Learning for a Sustainable Future — Ontario, is part of a province-wide initiative to make students and teachers more aware of sustainability issues.  Yesterday’s gathering, in which students planned a sustainability project for their school, will be followed up with a meeting in March to share success stories, discuss stumbling blocks and plan further action. 

“We are seeking to inspire our youth to, in turn, inspire our communities,” said Andrew Stuart, chair of Learning for a Sustainable Future, a non-governmental group created in 1991 to promote education about sustainability through Canadian schools.

The concept of sustainability is relatively new for many, said Toronto District School Board chair Donna Cansfield, who welcomed students to the conference. But she believes youth are the best ambassadors for change.

“This is just like the recycling movement of a decade ago,” she said. “It was the kids who led the way and made it happen in their homes.”

The Toronto conference is the eighth in a series held across Ontario since 1997.

“Sustainability is not just about feeling good about nature and other people who walk on this planet with us,” said York University environmental studies professor David Bell, who is chair of Learning for a Sustainable Future — Ontario and director of the York Centre for Applied Sustainability.

It’s about ingenuity and thinking smarter, he said.

“We need to find new ways of doing things that are good for the environment, make economic sense and are good for people,” he said.

Bell called this kind of thinking “win-win-win,” or the “triple bottom line,” and said leading businesses are starting to incorporate the concept into their planning.

They still want to make a profit; otherwise they will go bankrupt, Bell acknowledged. But they are also trying to show responsibility to the environment and to people — not just their shareholders, but all stakeholders, everyone affected by their business.

Good intent is important, Bell said. But ultimately, what we do is more so.

“We have to translate our good ideas and our strong values and feelings into action,” he said. “And that’s why we have brought so many different sectors of society here today. The new partnerships that will be formed here today are one of the most exciting action outcomes.”

