
The Community of South Shelburne 

Living with the Town Dump 
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“I remember them going to the dump from the Navy base in HAZMAT suits, but we 
never knew what they were dumping. It had to be something harmful, so why would 
they not tell us?” – Shelburne community member 

 
  Residents of Shelburne’s African Nova Scotian community have a lot of questions 

about the town dump. The town dump in Shelburne was the site of industrial, medical, and 
residential waste for Eastern Shelburne County for 75 years. The dump is situated in the 
South End of Shelburne, which is primarily home to African Nova Scotian residents. Two 
homes are within 250 feet of the dump and more within 500 feet. Most homes are situated 
downhill from the landfill, and there are water sources that run from the dump into the 
harbour. While the dump was closed in the early 1990s, it was used as a transfer station for 
appliances and empty oil barrels until December 2016.  

 
As one community member describes,  
 

“When they set that dump afire it would burn for days and the smoke would be 
terrible. We could not go outside and we could not put our clothes out to dry on the line. 
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It stunk so bad and you could not breathe; the inside of your nose would be black from 
the ash.”  

 
 Recognizing the disproportionate location of this toxic facility to the Black and 
working poor community in Shelburne, the South End Environmental Injustice 
Society (SEED) was formed. SEED questions why water and soil samples have not 
been taken and analyzed for their potential effect on this community, and voice long-
held concerns that the dump has contaminated local water sources, including well 
water, which has impacted the health of local residents.  
 

Community members have questions about potential health impacts of the 
dump as well.  
 

“Why is there so much cancer in the Black community? I believe it is because of what 
we have been exposed to for so long from that dump. How could that not affect us?”   

 
These concerns led SEED to prepare a community map documenting some of 

the cancer cases in the community.  The study indicates that the prevalence of cancer 
among men is much higher in the Black community when compared with the general 
Shelburne population. SEED would like to find out why there are higher rates of 
cancer and other illnesses in the community to determine if these illnesses area the 
result of the community’s proximity to the dump, and the contaminants in the air, soil 
and water.  
 

 
 
Red dots indicate community members who died of cancer; blue dots indicate people who have 
cancer and cancer survivors, and their proximity to the dump. Photo credit: Amanda 
O’Connell  
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 SEED has made formal complaints to Nova Scotia Environment (NSE), some of 
which led to an investigation of an oil spill in July 2016. Following the investigation, 
NSE found that there was evidence to warrant a demand for cleanup of the site within 
60 days. Broader findings about the dump from an investigation by independent 
contractors have not been shared with the community.  
 
 SEED supports community coalitions in designing, implementing, and 
evaluating community-driven strategies to eliminate health disparities in the Black 
community. SEED proposes the need for continuous monitoring of the health status 
of Black men in Shelburne, the development of culturally sensitive prevention 
strategies, and the enforcement of environmental regulations to protect the health and 
well being of all community members.  
 
Could an Environmental Bill of Rights Help the Residents of South Shelburne? 
 

The people in South End Shelburne have had concerns about their health and 
the environment for many years.  They are seeking information and support from their 
government to address those concerns.  A Nova Scotia Environmental Bill of Rights 
(NS EBR) establishes a right to a healthy environment for every resident, with 
particular emphasis on historically marginalized, vulnerable or economically 
disadvantaged people.  Inherent in that right is an obligation on government to take 
steps to ensure that  
 

As a first step, an EBR would facilitate access to information about the 
dumpsite and the contaminants that may exist on the site, by providing a right to 
request information related to the site through the Environmental Rights Registry.  
 

Where information or action is not forthcoming, residents could seek the 
support of the Environmental Commissioner, an independent position created by the 
Environmental Bill of Rights.  Any resident can apply to the Environmental 
Commissioner to have a matter investigated where they believe that the government 
has failed to meet the requirements of the NS EBR. 
 

The Nova Scotia Environmental Bill of Rights specifically recognizes the legacy of 
environmental racism in the province and requires government decision-makers to give 
special consideration to this history when making decisions on the siting of polluting 
industries.   The NS EBR could have prevented the long-term exposure of Black community 
members in Shelburne to contaminants from the dump, as well as ensuring community 
engagement. SEED calls for an overall assessment of the health of the Black community in 
Shelburne, and formal involvement in future decisions and strategic planning by Black 
community members and local healthcare professionals.  
 
 
*Special thanks to Louise Delisle for assistance with the development of this community summary. 
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