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MAD Lab researchers receive grant from the Association of American Geographers

olin Laroque and Geoff Kershaw of the
Mount Allison  University Den-
drochronology (MAD) Lab have received
funding from the prestigious Association of
American Geographers (AAG) to pursue
research relating to the Alberta Qil Sands.
The study, “A Dendrochronological
Assessment of Ecosystem and Human
Health Impacts Downwind of the Alberta Oil
Sands,” is unique, as the team will be using
dendrochronology - tree ring analyses - to
help measure environmental changes in
areas around the the tar sands - a process
not commonly used in this type of research.
Laroque, a professor in Mount Allison’s
department of geography and the environ-
ment, says, “There has been a lot of research
around the environmental effects of the
Alberta Oil Sands. Most studies have looked
at soil and lake water samples to measure

substances though, making it hard to deter-
mine how long the substances have actually
been there. By using dendrochronology,
looking at tree rings and measuring the age
of the tree, we will be able to provide a time-
line of when they first appeared in the area.
Analyzing the tree rings also allows us to see
changes in the climate patterns and adapta-
tions over the trees’ lifetime.”

The team will begin their field research
in Saskatchewan this spring and will travel
west by canoe to Fort McMurray, AB, col-
lecting samples from jack pine, black
spruce, and aspen trees along the way.

Kershaw, a native of Alberta, says, “We
expect to have our field work finished in two
weeks. Following this, we will review the
samples both in the MAD Lab at Mount Alli-
son and also at the Canada Light Source,
Canada’s national synchrontron research

facility at the University of Saskatchewan.
These two facilities will help give us a better
picture of the level of substances, when they
began to appear in the environment, as well
as the effects that they, and climate change,
have had on the trees”

The project stemmed from a conversa-
tion Laroque had in an Aboriginal commu-
nity in northern Saskatchewan during a sep-

arate research endeavour. Elders had found -

that their environment has changed over
the years, certain kinds of plant species no
longer grow as plentiful in the area and oth-
ers have disappeared completely. This
prompted Laroque and Kershaw to ask why
this is happening. Kershaw plans to com-
plete the study over the next two years as he
pursues his master’s degree in geography.
The MAD Lab also concluded a similar
study, looking at trees around the Sydney

Tar Ponds in Sydney, NS several years ago.

Dendrochronology, or tree-ring analysis,
uses small core samples to gain insight into
past climates, past glacier activity, past
ecosystem dynamics, and even past human
activities over hundreds of years. The MAD
Lab is Atlantic Canada’s first and only all-
purpose dendrochronology laboratory. The
lab has specialized tree-ring measuring
equipment and software as well as various
sanders, saws, and drying ovens.

The Association of American Geogra-
phers (AAG) is a non-profit scientific and
educational society founded in 1904. For 100
years the AAG has contributed to the
advancement of geography and has mem-
bers from more than 60 countries.

Geoff Kershaw of the Mount Allison University Den-
drochronology (MAD) Lab takes a core sample while
on a research trip.



