
Sable Island Update 

Tenth Public Meeting 
 

Wednesday, November 25th, 2015 
7:00 - 9:30 pm 

Theatre Auditorium, McNally Building 

Saint Mary's University Campus 

 
Four illustrated talks about research and island activities, followed by a Question & 

Answer Session, and Reception.  

 

Speakers: 

 Charles A. Burke, Senior Archaeologist, Parks Canada 

 Brenna (McLeod) Frasier, Research Associate Nova Scotia Museum 

 Timothy Frasier, Department of Biology, Saint Mary’s University 

 Zoe Lucas, Naturalist, Green Horse Society 

 

The meeting has been organized by the Friends of the Green Horse Society and the 

Ecology Action Centre, and is co-hosted by Saint Mary's University, the World Wildlife 

Fund Canada, and the Nova Scotian Institute of Science.  

 

This meeting is open to the public, and there is no admission fee. 
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Program Details - the Illustrated Talks 

 

 

The 2015 Archaeological Survey of Sable Island National Park Reserve:  

Parks Canada's Long-term Strategy for the Management  

of Archaeological Resources 
 

Charles A. Burke 

Parks Canada 

 

Charles A. Burke (MA Anthropology, Memorial University of Newfoundland) is a Senior 

Archaeologist with Parks Canada. He has four decades of experience conducting 

archaeological research throughout Atlantic Canada, Labrador, and Ontario. Charles 

worked at Fortress Louisbourg for 19 years, and was the National Manager of 

Archaeological Research in Ottawa. He has been in the Halifax office since 2001. Charles 

has served two terms on the International Board of the Council for North Eastern 



Historical Archaeology, has been twice awarded the Parks Canada Award of Excellence 

for  his work, and has received the Queen’s Diamond Jubilee Medal for his contributions 

to archaeology and public education. He has extensive experience with 18th and 19th 

century artifacts, particularly ceramics and glass. 

 

Talk subject: Although Sable Island’s natural history, ecosystems, and marine heritage are 

well documented, evidence of human occupation is less well known. Settlement attempts 

between the 16th and 18th century, 19th century life-saving stations, and the hundreds of 

shipwreck and survivor activities are events that leave archaeological traces. As the 

Federal administrator of the Sable Island National Park Reserve, Parks Canada is obligated 

to manage and protect the Island’s cultural resources. The goal of developing a long-term 

and sustainable cultural resource monitoring and management program for Sable Island, 

led to the first systematic survey of the Island in August 2015. The focus was to confirm 

site locations, assess their condition, and record new archaeological sites when discovered. 

This presentation will provide an overview of the project results and the challenges 

associated with archaeological resource management on Sable Island National Park 

Reserve. 

 

 

The extirpated Maritimes walrus: using DNA and morphological  

techniques to examine ancient bones 
 

Brenna (McLeod) Frasier 

Saint Mary’s University & Research Associate, Nova Scotia Museum 

 

Brenna (McLeod) Frasier is currently a research associate with the Nova Scotia Museum 

of Natural History and a Researcher/Educator with the Canadian Whale Institute (CWI). 

Her research has focused on the assessment of ancient and contemporary DNA of a variety 

of marine mammals with the aim to better understand species history and recovery. She is 

also involved in educational projects creating research materials to assist in Traditional 

Ecological Knowledge (TEK) studies on marine mammals in the Canadian Arctic and 

coordinating high school level marine mammal summer camps.  

 

Talk subject: Walrus are usually considered to be an Arctic species; however, large 

numbers once frequented the shores of Atlantic Canada, including areas such as Sable 

Island, the Magdalen Islands, and the Bay of Fundy. Estimated to have numbered 

>100,000 animals in the 17
th

 century, the walrus in this region were extensively hunted for 

their tusks, hide, and blubber, and by the late 1700s were extirpated from the region. 

Following examination of DNA and morphological characteristics of ancient walrus bones 

collected throughout the region, we conclude that the Maritimes walrus were a distinctive 

group from other Atlantic walrus that remain today. Brenna will review the history of this 

walrus, and explore possible explanations for their unique characteristics. 

 

 



It’s not you, it’s me:  

relatedness and dispersal in the Sable Island Horses 
 

Timothy Frasier 

Department of Biology and the Forensic Science Program, Saint Mary’s University 

 

Tim Frasier is an Associate Professor at Saint Mary’s University. His research program is 

focused on improving the theory and practice of animal conservation through the use of 

genetics, with an emphasis on marine mammals. He is particularly interested in how the 

genetic characteristics of individuals shape patterns of mate choice, reproductive success, 

and health, and how these individual-based patterns combine to shape overall population 

patterns and trends. He has been working on the Sable Island horses for over five years. 

 

Talk subject: Dispersal from the natal home range or territory is a key stage in the life 

history of most mammals that usually coincides with the onset of sexual maturity. The 

large number of factors that can influence dispersal decisions makes for fascinating 

research, as we try to understand the rationale behind the decisions individuals make. Tim 

will describe research conducted to understand dispersal patterns in the Sable Island horse. 

Surprisingly, Tim’s team have found that females do not tend to stay particularly close to 

their natal range and that males tend to avoid areas with male relatives, presumably to 

avoid competition with relatives for mates. This work provides an initial glimpse at the 

social lives of the horses and the factors influencing their behaviour and movements. 

 

 

Sable Island Review, 2014-2015 
Zoe Lucas 

Green Horse Society & Research Associate Nova Scotia Museum 

 

Zoe first visited Sable Island in 1971, and during the past four decades has been involved 

in numerous research and environmental monitoring programs, including long-term study 

of the Sable horses, and beach surveys for marine litter and oiled seabirds. Zoe also 

participates in biodiversity projects supported by the Friends of the Green Horse Society, 

including study of the island’s lichens, fungi, bryophytes and invertebrates. Results of 

programs have been published in various scientific journals. In 2004 Zoe became a 

Research Associate with the Nova Scotia Museum of Natural History, and in 2008 

received an Honorary Degree from Dalhousie University. 

 

Talk subject: Since a Sable Update meeting was not held in 2014, Zoe will provide a 

review of Sable Island highlights for 2014 and 2015—including weather events, beached 

materials, island activities and operations, and new records of flora and fauna found on the 

island. 
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