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COVID-19 and the Sustainable Engineers
Association

ADAM KOA
External: SEA

When we think about
sustainability, most people
will think of it from an
environmental perspective;
but sustainability means a
lot more than just protecting
the planet. Sustainabilityasa
whole relates to our capacity
to maintain ourselves at a
level that we've determined
to be acceptable. Beyond
the  environment, it’s
also imperative for us
to maintain sustainable
behaviour  economically,
socially, and mentally.

This fact has never been
more apparent to me than
during the COVID-19
pandemic, and the
consequent lockdown into
which Toronto has been
submerged under for the
past year. As a sustainability-
minded engineering
student, I've been a part of
the Sustainable Engineers
Association (SEA) for just
about 4 vyears. The story
of SEA during COVID

has been unlike that of

any previous year I've
experienced, and likely
mirrors the experience

of other student clubs or
design teams in the Skule™
community.

With over 40 members,
SEA has always relied on
in-person meetings to foster
connections inside and
between our various sub-
teams. But with limitations
on indoor  gatherings
rendering such meetings
impossible, many of our
members have been unable
to meet their teammates.
We've spent nearly a full
school year trying to work,
collaborate, and create
with others whom we've
only ever seen through a
video screen. This hasn't
been great for intra-team
relationships, and its made
it that much more difficult
for us to work together as a
unit, rather than a group of
individuals.

As anyone whos tried
to attend an event recently
knows, one of COVID’s

most significant impacts
has been a universal switch
to online everything. Many
of SEAs biggest events,
like our Career Fair and
Sustainability Conference,
have central networking
themes that were greatly
hinderedbyaswitchtoonline
events. Compounding the
difficulties in having to
plan differently, we've also
faced a concerning drop
in attendance at many of
our events, likely due to
the inherent poorer quality
that comes with rushing to
adapt in-person events to
an online format. On top
of this, COVID has had a
noticeable impact on the
mental well-being of our
members outside of their
involvement with  SEA.
Being stuck indoors, away
from friends and (in some
cases) family, has made it
harder to find the drive to
put time and effort into an
extracurricular club.

Yet amid all these
negatives, I think it’s
become more important

than ever to not overlook
the small positives that have
managed to creep in. For
SEA, the move to online
events has allowed our
events to reach a broader
audience from other parts
of the country and across
the world. Our marketing
efforts, which have always
played an integral role
in pushing awareness on
what SEA does, has been
largely unaffected by virtue
of its online focus even in
pre-COVID times. And in
some cases, we've used our
current situation to build
entirely new initiatives that
take advantage of COVID’s
impact, rather than suffer
from it.

At this point, I feel the
need to stress that none
of these problems or
solutions are unique to
SEA; every single student
at UofT, whether involved
in extracurriculars or not,
has had to struggle with
this same situation. In a
weird way, it can sometimes
seem like COVID might

actually have brought us
all a bit closer together,
even if were only united in
an uncertainty about the
future.

One thing that TI've
come to realize watching
SEA change as a result of
COVID, is that people have
a remarkable ability to adapt
to the changing times, and
take in stride the situation
that the world presents.
Change can be helpful; it
can spur innovation and
force us to try new things
that we might otherwise
have dismissed. So while
I certainly don't want to
minimize the terrible loss
of life that COVID has
inflicted, I'm starting to
believe more and more in the
importance of recognizing
the small goods that have
arisen as well. Without the
knowledge of how long it
might be before our lives
return to the pre-pandemic
normal, focusing solely on
the bads just doesnt seem
very sustainable.
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Let’s Talk About the Rain
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I know what you're
thinking. Another COVID
article. Trust me, I myself
am tired of the endless
references, jokes, videos,

articles, news cycles,
conversations, forecasts,
advertisements, events,
podcast episodes, small
talk, long talk, breakfast,
lunch, and dinner
conversational topics,

shower thoughts, posts,
anecdotes, vlogs, TED
Talks, and reflections
about life in a pandemic.
By now, the entire world
wants to move on from
the pandemic.

March 13, 2020 marks
the day when UofT shut
campus down to in-person
classes and transitioned
to fully online classes.
We recently passed the
one year anniversary of
COVID-coerced online
school. It's hard to not
feel dismay at the amount
of time we've spent in a
quarantine that was first
innocuously expected to
be short-lived. For first
years who've spent the
better portion of a year
meant to be brimming
with new experiences
academically, socially,
and interpersonally from
the silos of their home, I
see you. For the second
years who feel their time
as a university student
slipping through their
fingers as another day
in quarantine is docked
down and the third years
with PEY terms that went
from being stimulating
to spiritless or even
cancelled, I see you. And
of course, the fourth years
whose new Convocation
Hall will be Zoom, we see
you too.

Skule™ is known for
its tight-knit community.
I've heard online-
school-anecdotes hinting
otherwise  within the
first year batch of 2020.

A predominantly large
source of Skule™’s warmth
are the upper years. Just
look at Flrosh Week.
Without having anything
to gain, upperclassmen
extensively and
dedicatedly plan Flrosh
at the start of each year
to ensure frosh feel
wholeheartedly accepted
at Skule™. Many upper
years act as mentors
or big-brother/sister
figures to the incoming
frosh, and even those
not part of Flrosh, have
a kind predisposition to
welcome and support you
in any way they can. This
behaviour sets a precedent
for the culture at Skule™
in the minds of the frosh.
When I heard anecdotes
of exclusion and mean-
spirited competitiveness
within the Class of 2024,
I connected part of it to
the pandemic hindering
the establishment of such
a precedent. We have
tried our best to connect

digitally to the frosh,
but in-person positive
experiences with upper

years were daily, more
intense, and palpable-
something online school
cannot supplant. Note:
This  doesnt  excuse
those who create hostile
environments, that’s not
okay, but merely points to
the circumstance created
by the pandemic as being
more conducive to a first
year having less positive
experiences in Skule™.
Even without
considering these negative

experiences, virtual
learning has made it
much harder for first

years to make friends,
have social, meaningful
conversations, and attain
feelings of belonging at
Skule™ . So, if youre a
first year that’s alarmed
by your disconnection
from Skule™ , know you
are not alone and your
experiences are valid.

There are always people
at Skule™ rooting for you
and wanting you to belong
with them as much as you
may want to belong with
them. I hope you find that
out for yourself soon, too.

Amongst my Skule™
peers and my friends,
feelings  of  burnout
have been a common
occurrence. I'm sure you
know someone (perhaps
even yourself) who's also
felt burnt out during this
pandemic. It is difficult
to source motivation for
pixelated lecture halls or
to muster enough energy
to harvest a report for a
BBCollaborate lab, day
after day. Burnout existed
pre-pandemic too, but
being on campus gave
us more resilient armor
against it. Encounters
with friendly faces on
campus provided small
shots of encouragement
fuel to power our packed

days. Being in a space
of possibility where we
were set up to meet new
people, try exciting new
things, and discover new
facets of ourselves created
an aura of excitement
that reminded us why we
were here in the first place
when the going got tough.

You may notice the
tone of this article is a
bit dreary. That was not
intentional but if it does
sound dreary, that is
okay. This article is about
validating the fears, the
loneliness, the despair, the
losses, the uncertainties
and the monotony the
pandemic  may  have
brought you. I think
we all feel tired by our
individual distresses, by
feeling the same draining
emotions for indefinite
periods of time. Is there
a silver lining? There can
be silver linings, but not
an all pervading one. Only

you can decide if there is a
silver lining for your own
individual experience and
then decide what it is. You
may decide there is no
silver lining or you may
see infinite. In both cases,
you are right. But silver
linings ensue after. First,
there is the rain and that
rainfall will drench you.
This article is about that
rainfall and fully feeling it.
This is NOT about Covid.
Yes, a lot of the negative
sentiment mentioned is a
consequence of Covid, but
this is about you and your
experiences.

For those of you who've
been in the rain more than
not recently, this poem is
for you. You are not alone.

Connect yourself
to mental health and
academic resources,

Skule™ Mental Wellness:
http://wellness.skule.ca/

Let’s Talk About The Rain

your true companions on this earth are concealed amongst
the trees and the clouds
when tears stream down, and you yearn for a place for your
eyes to rest, to be placated,
turn them upwards, to the sky, away from the touch of
mankind. a safe shroud

follow the path of the wind, as it makes its course
it is there for you, making an appearance to comfort you,

and share:

i understand how it feels to be moved by an unceasing

force

see the trees, side to side, they gently drift
huge like man-made buildings, but untethered, moving

freely

they wave to you, reminding, it is okay to feel powerless



