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Shirley Nadeau

After years of fact-finding, 
expert analysis, interviews 
with people affected by 

TCE-tainted water, and almost a 
year of federal court proceedings, 
it would be a huge understate-
ment to say that the citizens of 
the Municipality of Shannon are 

“disappointed” with the recent 
decision handed down by Judge 
Bernard Godbout.

Marie-Paule Spieser, the repre-
sentative of the Shannon citizens’ 
class-action suit, said that the 
content of Judge Godbout’s 128-
page judgment sends residents 
a clear message — “There is no 
problem in Shannon. Keep quiet 
and stop [the class-action suit].”

In spite of the volumes docu-
menting cases of cancer and other 
diseases affecting over 300 resi-
dents of the Shannon area (many 
others, such as military personnel, 
have moved away, and some have 
died), Judge Godbout deemed 
the data to be inconclusive. He 
explained that Spieser, President 
of the Shannon Citizens Group, 
had failed to prove that it was more 

than “possible” the defendants had 
contaminated the water table. He 
also stated that Spieser did not 
prove citizens “had suffered bodily, 
moral or material damage.” After 
reviewing the vast numbers of 
documents provided by both sides 
in the case, Godbout declared that 
there was “no epidemiological 
proof of an abnormal number” of 
cases of cancer in Shannon.

In rendering his decision, 
Godbout reduced the number 
of persons who would receive 
damages for “problems in the 
neighbourhood” to only those 
who were living in a small area 
called the “red triangle” zone for 
a relatively brief time period: from 
December 21, 2000, to December 
31, 2001. This group of residents 
would each be granted a maximum 
of $12,000 for that one year plus 
$3,000 if one or more children 
lived in the house, to a maximum 
of $15,000 per household. Godbout 
also awarded the sum of $1.6 
million to the Shannon Citizens 
Group in reimbursement of the 
fees paid out for investigative 
experts involved in the case.

The judge refused all claims for 

punitive damages and an injunc-
tion obliging the Department of 
National Defence to decontami-
nate the water table.

Having invested so much 
time and energy in the case, the 
members of the Shannon Citizens 
Group were shocked to hear the 
judge’s decision. For her part, 
Spieser also found it hard to accept 
the decision that people living 
outside the “red triangle” would 
not be among those who would 
receive financial compensation.

The source of the water con-
tamination goes back some 75 
years when SNC Technologies, 
a munitions factory near the 
Canadian Army Base Valcartier, 
used TCE (trichloroethylene) as 
an industrial solvent and simply 
buried or dumped the waste on 
their property. Over the years, 
this toxic chemical filtered down 
through the ground and polluted 
the water table, from which the 
residents of Shannon drew their 
drinking water from wells.

SNC closed its factory in 1991 
and tried to control the spread 
of contaminants by installing 
a protective membrane in 1994. 

However, in 1995, contamination 
was detected outside the mem-
brane. Two years passed before 
SNC advised the military base 
that their water was contaminated 
and they should find another 
water source. A study in 1998 
recommended that the Minister 
of National Defence inform the 
villages of Valcartier and Shannon 
that the water was contaminated, 
but nothing was done.

In February 2001 the Ministry 
of the Environment announced 
that elevated levels of TCE had 
been detected in the drinking 
water of 31 residences in Shannon. 
In December 2003, Shannon 
undertook legal action to obtain 
a new source of clean water for 
the community, and launched 
a class-action suit against the 
Department of National Defence. 
It was not until September 2010 
that Shannon Mayor Clive Kiley 
was able to open the new potable 
water supply facility paid for by 
the Federal government and con-
necting 70% of the residences to a 
clean-water supply.

A fter hearing Judge God-
bout’s decision, NDP Member of 

Parliament for Portneuf−Jacques-
Cartier, Élaine Michaud, said she 
was deeply disappointed with the 
ruling. “Many homes, schools and 
daycare centres in Shannon were 
exposed for over forty years to 

water contaminated with TCE, a 
carcinogenic substance from the 
Valcartier military base, yet the 
government refuses to acknowl-
edge Canada’s responsibility in 
this matter. It is sad.” 

A glass of clean, clear water is raised in a toast to the 
Municipality of Shannon for all their efforts over the 
past many years to get compensation from the federal 
government (Department of National Defence) to make 
up for decades of TCE contamination in the  community’s 
water supply.

Decision on Shannon’s tainted water hard to swallow

Sarah Blair lives five minutes’ walk from her animals, and 
tends them twice a day.

Standing where Quebec City’s first donkeys lived, “Aldo 
is living patrimoine,” asserts Sarah Blair.

BethaNN G. Merkle

Aldo and Alli may not immedi-
ately come to mind when one 
hears the phrase ‘a match 

made in heaven.’  However, this 
unlikely couple has it pretty good, 
and they might even agree that the 
next best thing to living in heaven 
is living within the Close of the 
Cathedral of the Holy Trinity. That 
is where Aldo, a mild-mannered 
donkey, and his loyal companion 
Alli the goat have been in residence 
since December 2011.  

These two calm, quiet, friendly, 
non-smelly animals settled into 
their new digs in Vieux-Québec 
as the result of a series of seren-
dipitous events. Sarah Blair, their 
owner, is a member of the Anglican 
Cathedral. She recently shared the 
story with the QCT, and it is the 
stuff of fairy tales.  A pilgrimage, 
travelling violins, a goat saved 
from the butcher, and a little girl’s 
illness weave together in a fashion 
which would leave you applauding, 
were it to be re-enacted by local 
buskers.

It all started with a Blair family 
pilgrimage taken years ago along 
St. James’ Way.  Also known as El 
Camino de Santiago or Chemins 
de Saint-Jacques-de-Compostelle, 
various routes traverse France 
and Spain to form an ancient 
pilgrimage pathway which has 
existed for more than a thousand 

years. Blair recalled, “We rented 
two donkeys, and they carried our 
luggage, violins, and sometimes our 
five year-old daughter.” Blair added, 

“The donkeys delighted the other 
pilgrims, and we became known 
as the ‘donkey family.’ No matter 
how tired and aching people were, 
the donkeys could bring a smile to 
anyone’s face. We were with those 
donkeys for two months. They 
walked with us hundreds of miles, 
and we were devastated when we 
had to give them back at the end.”

Blair stated that upon their 
return, the family retained their 
desire to have donkeys, and she was 
personally interested in using them 
to offer therapy or some kind of 
positive impact to children, elderly, 
and the community. She said, “I saw 
how people reacted to the donkeys 
on the pilgrimage, and I became 
convinced they could have the same 
impact here.”  

Her wish was granted in a 
roundabout way.  Aldo came into 
the Blair family as the result of a 
friend’s effort to cheer up one of 
Blair’s daughters during an illness. 
Blair admits, “Our daughter wasn’t 
that interested in the donkey, actu-
ally. But I was thrilled!” Alli, Aldo’s 
companion goat, was a breeding 
goat who had lived out her useful 
days, and was destined for slaughter. 
She was purchased solely to provide 
companionship for the donkey. For 
years, Aldo and Alli lived with the 

Blairs, outside the city, but recently, 
the whole family moved inside the 
walls. Aldo and Alli were kept on 
a farm on Île d’Orleans during the 
summer, but there was not room for 
them there over the winter. That is 
when Blair hit on the idea of board-
ing the animals at the Cathedral.  

She said, “I researched it, 
though. I thought, if the press 
arrive, we need to substantiate 
this. I came across a guy in the 
Outaouais who raises donkeys, and 
he has done a lot of research on 
the role donkeys played in Quebec 
City historically.” Blair continued, 

“Donkeys were incredibly important 
here, long before horses. They go all 
the way back to 1632. Donkeys have 
been living in the old city since it 
was built. In fact, the first donkey 
lived right where ours is now. Aldo 
is living history.” Blair explained 
that the first donkeys were used 
to haul grain, and also served 
as shepherds, guarding Quebec 
City flocks from coyotes and other 
predators.  

Blair says the animals have 
“brought the cathedral community 
together in an amazing way. Aldo 

is kind of a sacred mascot, I guess 
you could say.” Blair pointed out 
that this is not much of a stretch, 
considering the biblical story of 
Jesus riding into Jerusalem on a 
donkey. Blair was happy to add that 
Aldo and Alli will be returning to 
Île d’Orleans for the summer.  Blair 
is optimistic, though, that they will 
be back when the weather gets 
cool again.

She concluded, “When I think 
about all the secrets of this city, 
like the bees and chickens at the 
Château Frontenac, it just fits. 
People love animals. It’s really im-
portant that people realize we can 
live symbiotically with him. Even 
better, I love it that children come 
and can get in touch with the way 
life used to be, by seeing Aldo here 
where donkeys have always been.”

The Odd Couple in the Cathedral Close


