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Through the energy of the sun
hannah lawson
advocate staff

Step one: scramble through the bush to 
harvest the perfect piece of wood. 

Step two: enter the wood shop, plug in 
the tools powered by the sun, and begin 
to let the creative juices flow.

Located a few miles from Caslan, this is 
how Bev and Ben Thomson produce their 
off-the-grid wood turned bowls, dip pens, 
staffs and furniture.

“One of the unique things about our 
woodworking products is they are pro-
duced through the energy of the sun,” 
Bev said, sitting at her kitchen table lit by 
light streaming through the south-facing 
windows.

The semi-retired couple played with the 
idea of going off the grid for years, and 
after buying the property their current 
home sits on spent seven years research-
ing how to do it. Bev said that at the time, 
there were not a lot of locally available re-
sources on how to live off the grid.

“Our kids used to laugh at us. They’d 
be going off to school, we’d be sitting at 
the table discussing plans … We’d get on 
our days and do other things, but when 
they came home we’d be back at the table 
talking about this, and they’d wonder if 
we ever moved,” Ben said. “It was fun.” 

They said that in 2003, they finally took 

the dive, bought the solar panel equip-
ment and began building their home. 

“We had the opportunity to go off grid 
and it presented itself,” Ben said. “Green 
is important, because we have four grand-
children. You want something to be 
around for them, and for their children 
and so on.”

After getting help to build the initial 
structure, the couple put themselves on 
a five-year plan to complete the rest of 
the work. During this time, Ben became 
interested in woodcarving, Bev in wood 

turning. In their previous careers, Bev was 
previously a nurse and Ben a correctional 
system manager. 

The couple decided to turn their hob-
bies into a business in 2013, and by this 
time their abilities were fully formed.

“Woodworking can be fairly costly. Be-
sides that, there’s only so many bowls you 
can use, otherwise they just gather in your 
cupboards and sit there,” Bev said.

The attitude of researching how to live 
off the grid translated into the couple’s 
woodworking.

“(If) we don’t like using this product, is 
there an alternative out there, and under-
standing that oftentimes there is, but you 
have to dig a little deeper,” Bev said. 

Instead of using chemical finishes for 
her bowls, Bev has turned to using tung 
oil, cut by a citrus solvent. For paint, she 
uses milk paint that she said is so natural 
you can toss the left overs into the com-
post pile. 

For the wood itself, the Thomsons use 
wood harvested from their property. 

“It’s using what we’ve been given, and 
not just scrapping it,” Ben said about cut-
ting down a swath of trees that was limit-
ing exposure to their solar panels. They 
also heat their home by burning wood, so 
not only would they get firewood out of 
it, but also bowl blanks for Bev.

“Everything has a purpose,” Ben said.
The couple does about six shows a year 

across the province, and has stalls at a 
lot of Comic-Con events. The couple said 
Comic-Con folks are crazy about Bev’s 
steam punk pens and Ben’s Gandalf staffs 
and Harry Potter wands.

Bev said living off grid has been an ex-
perience above expectations. 

“It was very satisfying and exciting, be-
cause we had certain expectations as to 
how this would work,” she said. “It has 
actually exceeded our expectations.”

Semi-retired woodworkers harness the power of the sun for their creations

hannah lawson/aa

Ben and Ben Thomson have been living off the grid near Caslan since 2003, and in 
2013 officially started up their off the Grid woodworking business.

Oil sands subsidies 
petition receives 
local support

jessiCa Caparini
advocate staff

Ten local environmentalists and Athabasca University 
staff lent their support to an open letter and petition 
to the province posted online by University of Alberta 
political economy professor Laurie Adkin July 20.

The letter and petition call for an inquiry into the extent 
the Alberta government subsidizes oil sands development. 

“We feel that there’s a lot of unanswered questions 
about the potential of investment to create good jobs 
that’s not perpetuating the fossil fuel dependency and 
that those questions haven’t been answered,” Adkin said.

She said the people who signed the petition are people 
who have been working on questions related to northern 
development and regarding the lower Athabasca water-
shed for some time.

According to Adkin, the letter stems from a proposed 
joint government-industry project to research carbon-
reducing technologies that would allow for further ex-
pansion of the oil sands while staying under the carbon 
cap. The proposed technologies may be harmful to the 
environment, and would cost “hundreds of millions of 
dollars,” according to the website created for the letter.

Keepers of the Athabasca member Harvey Scott is one 
of the original 60 signatories. 

“It’s time that the oil and gas industry, like everyone 
else, stops taking handouts,” he said, adding that he is 
working to develop a solar co-op in Athabasca. 

“The problem is if one decides to invest in either a 
personal or a community green energy project, you see 
immediately that it’s not a flat playing field with fossil 
fuels because (they are) so heavily subsidized,” he said. 

See PETITION, Page 11

The petition and letter ask for an 
inquiry into government subsidies

“Taking action on
climate change
is the right thing
to do today
and for future
generations.”

780-675-3232
athabasca.sturgeon.redwater@assembly.ab.ca

–Colin Piquette,
MLA Athabasca-Sturgeon-Redwater

We wish to
thank you

for doing your
part to protect our
environment.

Your efforts truly do
make a difference.

Thank You
For Recycling!

Ph: 780.675.1117 or
email: arwmsc@mcsnet.ca
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Voice your thoughts, opinions, concerns, critiques and accolades! 
call in and tell us how you feel about the community, the newspaper, local groups and 
your neighbours. Just leave an anonymous message on our machine. the same rules 

apply as with our letters to the editor – nothing libellous gets printed, and we’ll cut your 
message down for length based on available space.

rapid VieWs

call today!
780-675-9222 x 30

I just wanted to say thank to the girl who was 
handing out the flowers at the Alley Cat Festival. 
That random act of kindness did make me smile.

Petition
from Page 5

“All we’re saying is, let’s 
just look at what the real 
cost is and then build that 
into the balance sheets 
so that green energy can 
compete on a level playing 
field,” Scott said.

He also said he believes 
the government has “put 
all its eggs in the tar sands 
basket,” creating a depen-
dency on one industry 
rather than diversification 
of the economy.

He said he sees more 
and more Albertans aware 
that oil development can-
not continue, but Alber-
tans are still deeply affect-
ed by its future.

“We certainly need oil 
and gas and we need it 
in this transition period 
when we go from fossil fu-
els and uranium to green 
energy, but it’s going to 
take a while, particularly 
if governments don’t step 
up and encourage it,” Scott 

said.
“I’ll be shunned on the 

main street but that’s 
OK, that’s fine too,” he 
added. “You speak the 
truth.”

The letter was posted 
to futurealberta.word-
press.com. It asks ten 
questions about whether 
fossil fuels are a good re-
cipient of tax dollars and 
what the environmental 
risks of new carbon-re-
ducing oil sands technol-
ogies are.

“We’re hoping to have 
some impact on which 
way the governments 
going to go at this fork 
in the road,” Adkin said. 
“I really do see this as a 
kind of crossroads for 
the NDP government in 
terms of its commitment 
to the oil sands versus its 
commitment to a transi-
tion to a post-carbon 
economy.”

Pool pay planning
Jessica caparini
advocate staff

Councils from the Town of Athabasca and Athabasca 
County are set to hold a joint meeting to decide who will 
oversee the sponsorship for the coming pool at the re-
quest of the Athabasca Regional Multiplex Society.

The meeting comes as the society prepares for the 
pool to move to their facilities and to commemorate the 
Multiplex building’s 10-year an-
niversary, when existing spon-
sorships may be renewed.

The councils will decide 
whether they or the Multiplex 
society will oversee fundraising.

At the society’s July 17 
meeting, Multiplex project co-
ordinator Kelsea Brown said 
she supported the Multiplex 
society taking responsibility for 
fundraising. 

“We’re trying to unify ev-
erything,” she said. “So do-
ing the sponsorship as well 
as the fundraising under the 
Multiplex is just the general 
consensus that we’re doing it together. One build-
ing, one team.”

Mayor Roger Morrill argued that the pool is a capi-
tal project and so its sponsorships should be under 
control of town and county councils.

“I would question how come we (the society) want 
to get so involved with a capital project,” he said. “I 
understand why the pool’s here. It makes all sorts 
of sense in the world. But again, we are managers. 
We’re not owners. And I think we should act as man-
agers.”

The society discussed several options for spon-
sorship. One option was to hire a community mem-

ber, outside group or volunteer to raise money for 
the project. They drew up plans for several pack-
ages, in which sponsors would have the option to 
sponsor different aspects of the multiplex and the 
pool to avoid competition between the two proj-
ects. 

Athabasca County Coun. Christine Bilsky was con-
cerned about the timing of the fundraising, noting that 

it needs to be done soon. 
“Every day that goes by that 

we’re not doing some kind of 
fundraising is just insane,” she 
said. “Yay, we’re finally building 
the pool. Woohoo. Now let’s get 
on it.” 

The society will present sever-
al options to councils and await 
their decision.

Athabasca County coun-
cil decided to hold the joint 
council meeting July 8 at 5 
p.m.

nancy Appleby inspection

The Mult ip lex  soc iety 
will pay for an inspection into repairs necessary 
for the Nancy Appleby Theatre. 

Town of Athabasca Coun. Shelly Gurba made a 
motion to have an inspection of the theatre com-
pleted.  

The council chose to do the inspection over repair-
ing a broken step in front of the theatre as doing 
both projects would put them about $3,000 over 
budget. 

It was noted in the meeting that once the inspection 
is completed the society should have the results before 
them within two weeks.

They will apply for grants to repair the step.

Joint town and county councils meeting set to decide on pool fundraising

“We’re trying to unify 
everything. so doing the 
sponsorship as well as 

the fundraising under the 
Multiplex is just the general 
consensus that we’re doing 

it together. One building, one 
team.”

Multiplex project co-ordinator Kelsea Brown

haVe your say!!

call today!

780-675-9222 x 30

Property & Business Valuation Professionals
Appraisal and Consulting Services

Real Value Experts

VALUATION AND ADVISORY SERVICES

P.O. Box 515
Athabasca, AB T9S 2A5
www.landucation.com

t: 780.675.5559
f: 780.675.4044

office@landucation.com

Athabasca Advocate, Tuesday, July 25, 2017 - 11A

N
EI
GH

BO
UR

SP
UB

@
HO

TM
AI
L.C

OM@
THEN

Ew
N
EIGHBOURSPUB


