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My Shell Conservation Internship Experience 

My name is Kai Peetoom, and I am from the Kootenay region of British Columbia.  I have completed a 

technical diploma in Environmental Planning from Selkirk College and am nearly finished my 

Environmental Studies degree as a fourth-year student at McGill University in Montreal.  Working as a 

Shell Intern in B.C. this summer has been the most exceptional work experience so far in my life.  As 

my second year as an intern with the Nature Conservancy of Canada (NCC), I have come to understand 

and appreciate the work that the NCC performs to an even greater extent.  This summer I worked on 

Vancouver Island, the Vancouver mainland, the Central Coast and even at Haida Gwaii (the Queen 

Charlotte Islands)!  I’ve had experiences that I will remember for a long time to come, in some of the 

most stunning landscapes in B.C.   

The work I’ve performed as an intern in B.C. is important towards stewardship of the properties NCC 

has protected. This work involves surveying properties to ensure that the restrictions of the conservation 

covenant will be adhered to. The conservation covenant is the legal document that the Nature 

Conservancy of Canada and other North American conservation organizations use to maintain the 

protection of a property indefinitely.  Covenants are unique to the property, and one of the first tasks is 

to read through the document and understand the restrictions and allowed uses on the property.  For 

example, there may be an allotted intensive use area for a school or other dwelling.  This was the case at 

the North Vancouver Outdoor School located in Squamish, one of 

the properties I worked on this summer.  This property was 

composed of a large forested area adjacent to the Cheakamus 

River, with a developed school complex in the centre of the 

property that was designated as intensive use.  The rest of the 

property had a trail system for educational purposes, as well as 

spawning stream channel habitat.   

Working on the coast has been an interesting experience because 

the ecosystems are diverse.  I have worked in the unique 

temperate rainforest environments of this region primarily.  The 

massive trees and lushness of the environment found in this 

unique ecoregion is quite impressive.  Fuelled by the influence of 

coastal weather systems and the large mountains abutting the 

mainland coast, coastal temperate rainforests are one of the most 

diverse ecoregions on the planet.   

Monumental Western Redcedar on Koeye 

Property 

My work with NCC in these stunning landscapes has made me far more familiar with identifying plants, 

plant families and ecological communities, particularly those suited to moist, humid environments.  In 

B.C. the biogeoclimatic ecosystem classification system developed by the Ministry of Forests and Range 
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is extremely helpful in identifying forested ecosystem types.  But we also work in tidal communities, 

sand dune ecosystems, salt marshes, estuaries, brackish marshes and grassy meadow ecosystems, to 

name a few.   

All of the properties I’ve worked on this summer have been private land, some purchased by NCC 

through donor funding while others are owned by landowners and protected by NCC via the use of 

conservation covenants.  Two very special 

properties I’ve been working on this summer are 

located within traditional First Nations territories, 

and NCC may transfer ownership rights over to 

these First Nations once an agreement is 

developed to ensure the property will be legally 

protected and managed.  One of these properties is 

located south of Bella Bella, a remote native 

community on the Central Coast.  The property 

was located in the Koeye Estuary and this area 

retains some of the last remaining unlogged old-

growth forest spruce and cedar rainforest.  This 

area is also home to the elusive Kermode bear, also 

known as the ‘spirit’ bear—a white black bear.  In 

addition, many grizzlies frequent this area, and we heard the yelps of wolves while surveying the 

property.   

The coasts of B.C. have been heavily logged since the arrival of Europeans in the 19
th

 century, and 

therefore large areas that remain undisturbed have become rare, and these are the areas NCC often aims 

to protect in British Columbia.  The Koeye property was purchased from a logging company in 2005 and 

we performed the monitoring survey that ensures no new anthropogenic disturbances are occurring on 

the land.    

A monitoring survey involves collecting an inventory of plants and wildlife at specific sites that are 

designated in a baseline survey that places sites in various locations throughout the property 

representative of the distinct ecosystem types present.  In addition, photos are taken at specific directions 

using a tripod at these sites, a practice known as ‘photo-monitoring’.  During the monitoring report these 

photos are repeated to match the ones previously taken, so that a record of change can be documented 

throughout the property.  Photos are also often taken along property boundaries to witness any 

disturbances or encroachments that may be occurring from adjoining properties, these sites are known as 

‘Photostops’.  Monitoring of properties also involves noting any other natural or anthropogenic 

disturbances or other changes that may have occurred since the last survey was performed (surveys are 

performed every one to two years).  If anything is observed to have happened that is restricted by the 

covenant—for example if the landowner cuts down a patch of the protected forest or someone 

introduced a new invasive species onto the property, then this must be dealt with immediately and 

reconciled.   

View of shoreline extending into Koeye Property �
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A baseline inventory survey requires more time and analysis to put together, as this is the first step in 

documenting a property that has recently been purchased or on which a conservation agreement has 

been legally established.  We performed baseline surveys on three 

properties—James Island located near Victoria, the Ocean Blue 

Property in Campbell River and the Kumdis Estuary on Haida Gwaii (a 

property on Graham Island in the Queen Charlottes).  The baseline 

survey involves ecologically-stratifying a property into distinct 

ecosystem polygons.  For example, there may be patches of old-growth 

forest, patches of younger early-succession forest, wetlands, marsh 

ecosystems and riparian areas where streams or rivers are located.  

These areas would be mapped into polygons, and subsequently 

permanent monitoring sites are installed and photographs are taken 

over a site pin (usually a metal rebar stake), and vegetation and 

wildlife are inventoried and any existing disturbances on the site noted  

The Kumdis Estuary in Haida Gwaii was the final property we worked 

on this summer.  This region is one of the most unique on the coast due 

to its geographical isolation, where huge tides meet with rocky shores 

and create an extremely moist climate and a vibrant rainforest flourishes.  My work in the Kumdis 

Estuary, located on Graham Island and adjacent to the Masset Inlet, was to help conduct a baseline 

survey of a 144 acre property distinct for its intact old-growth forest and estuarine conditions.  Looking 

at air photos and reading literature of the area I’ve realized the ecologically degrading extent of logging 

that has occurred in this region (many areas have been clearcut and a mosaic of logging roads stretch 

across the horizon).  Besides logging, residential and commercial development, overfishing, issues of 

invasive species such as Sitka black-tailed deer and pollution are only a few of the threats to this area 

and other most other areas on the B.C. coast.  The importance of NCC’s work to purchase areas that are 

environmentally significant and to protect them from future terrestrial and aquatic disturbances is 

therefore best understood from the perspective of the landscape-scale of human impacts, in addition to 

looking at protecting individual species-at-risk and ecosystem components.   

Climate change adds an additional future threat as ocean waters are predicted to rise in sensitive 

nearshore shallow water tidal communities.  At the Shell Conservation Internship Event in Calgary we 

discussed issues related to climate change and energy planning from many different perspectives, and 

came to the conclusion that this issue is indeed one of the most complex facing us in future years.    

I’ve encountered several rare and endangered species working on properties this summer.  These species 

include contorted-pod evening-primrose (Camissonia contorta), a delicate herbaceous plant whose 

habitat is specialized to sand dunes and flats, which have become extremely disturbed through human 

activities along the southern coast of B.C.  For this reason this plant is now listed as red-listed, S1 in 

B.C.; i.e. classified as ‘critically imperiled’ by the Committee on the Status of Endangered Species in 

Boat ride into the Koeye Estuary�
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Canada (COSEWIC), meaning that there are 

only a few occurrences of the plant known to 

exist in Canada.  

While surveying the Koeye Estuary property 

we also observed a bar-tailed godwit (Limosa 

lapponica), a shorebird typically found only as 

south as Alaska.  My boss took pictures to 

prove we actually saw it on the Central Coast, 

and the rarity of our finding was exciting! 

Working for the Nature Conservancy of 

Canada is by far the best internship experience I 

could have received this summer.  It has 

developed my skills, both in the field and the 

office.  I am much more confident now in my ability to write technical environmental reports, to 

understand and interpret field observations, to multi-task and work independently and to understand 

more in-depth the way conservation science and planning is conducted 

by an extremely successful organization. I’ve also had the opportunity 

to travel to some of the most spectacular places and participate in 

unexpected adventures such as driving an electric ladybug car around 

the privately-owned James Island in order to survey it, or crashing at 

the Raincoast research bunkhouse in Bella Bella due to inclement 

weather!   

My career goal right now is to become an environmental consultant 

and planner, and I think this experience has helped me further my 

ability to reach this position.  I have been inspired by the work the 

Nature Conservancy does towards ensuring Canada’s special 

ecological places.  I was also excited about the Shell Event in Calgary 

as it enabled all eighteen of the interns hired across the country to learn 

what each other are doing with our internship opportunities, 

and networking with people who work for both Shell and the 

NCC was a tremendous learning experience for me.  I feel this 

experience has truly made me feel like a future conservation 

leader, in becoming more comfortable with surveying natural 

ecosystems and in effectively communicating with NCC staff 

and with partner organizations.   

Surveying in an electric ‘ladybug ‘on James 

Island; Photo Courtesy of: Andrew Harcombe�

Catching a drink from a natural 

spring on the N.C.C. Kerfoot 

Ranch Property at the Shell Event; 

Photo Courtesy of: Lyn Garrah�


