


Acknowledgements
CEGN thanks and salutes the funders which have generously supported the 
development of this brief. They are:  

Max Bell Foundation

Echo Foundation / Fondation Écho



Environmental Health: A Funders’ Briefing i   

Foreword ......................................................................

1. Introduction: Urgency and opportunity  .......................
Environmental Health Defined  ...........................................................................

Why Environmental Health? ........................................................................ ......

2. State of the evidence ................................................

3. How did we get in this mess? ....................................

4. The world is changing ...............................................

5. Opportunities for progress: Role for philanthropy ........

Endnotes  .....................................................................

About the authors .. .......................................................

ii

1
1

2

4

7

9

11

15

17

Table of Contents



Canadian Environmental Grantmakers’ Networkii   

Foreword
The Canadian Environmental Grantmakers’ Network (CEGN) is a member-
ship group of 60 funders for sustainability – private, community, public and 
corporate foundations, and government and corporate funding programs – 
from Canada and the United States. Our mission is to strengthen the impact 
of philanthropy in support of an environmentally sound and sustainable future 
for Canadians. We do this by facilitating collaboration and by generating and 
sharing knowledge. We also give public voice to the shared aspirations of our 
members and provide skill-building opportunities designed to help ensure 
that our members keep pace with a rapidly changing world. And we work 
with key partners and not-for-profit organizations that provide an essential 
function to Canadian communities through public engagement and policy 
development and implementation.
 CEGN’s current strategic direction places a strong emphasis on the need 
to break out of the paradigm that views the environment as separate from 
other societal sectors and concerns. Increasingly, it is clear that funders and 
nonprofits engaged in environmental work need to build linkages to the eco-
nomic, health and social justice communities and spearhead the development 
of a much more integrated approach to the resolution of complex environ-
mental problems.  
 This current brief Environmental Health: A Funders’ Briefing is designed 
as a primer for discussions among Canadian grantmakers of strategic ap-
proaches to environmental health issues.  The brief is authored by Bruce Lou-
rie and Rick Smith, both of whom are highly-respected individuals who are 
well-known in Canada’s philanthropic and non-profit communities.  Their 
book Slow Death by Rubber Duck: How the Toxic Chemistry of Everyday Life 
Affects Our Health has been a run-away bestseller and has done much to raise 
awareness in Canada and internationally of the impacts of toxic chemicals on 
human health. They are the perfect team to help CEGN launch this discussion 
of environmental health and the role for philanthropy. In doing so, we hope  
to include not only those in the environmental funding community but also  
to engage other philanthropists who are tackling health issues through their 
grantmaking and may not yet have turned their focus to environmental factors 
and the devastating impacts they are having on human health.

Mark Gifford Pegi Dover
Chair, CEGN Executive Director, CEGN
mark.gifford@vancouverfoundation.ca pegi_dover@cegn.org
604-688-2204 647-288-8891
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Environmental Health Defined
It wasn’t just because it furthered his rhyming that Benjamin Franklin listed 
health first in the well-known quotation:  “Early to bed and early to rise makes 
a man healthy, wealthy and wise.”  In the hierarchy of human needs, health 
is paramount.  How many times have we heard that “without our health we 
are nothing”?  People are terribly motivated by a desire to remain healthy 
themselves, and to keep their loved ones similarly well.  Canadians’ perennial 
obsession with the state of our Medicare system is testament to the power of 
this impulse.
 Beyond just avoiding the common cold, “health” and its maintenance has 
become a more expansive concept in recent years.  Most people understand 
that in order to stay healthy they need to eat right.  They need to get enough 
physical activity.  Though it was Napoleon who said in the 18th Century that 
“Water, air, and cleanliness are the chief articles in my pharmacopoeia,” the 
resonance of brands like the Running Room and Lululemon are contemporary 
evidence that many Canadians see the protection of health as a lifestyle.  
 The purpose of this paper is to argue that this same gut-level human im-
perative to protect one’s health and the health of one’s family is a powerful 
motivator for environmental progress.  Further, the true potential of substan-
tiating and leveraging this impulse has yet to be fully realized by the environ-
mental or philanthropic communities.  
 It will come as no surprise to the readers of this document that modern-
day environmentalism is an extremely broad canvas.  From the protection of 
endangered species to the relative merits of different types of farming systems, 
from the ins and outs of nuclear power to the perils of global warming, “the 
environment” as a debate covers a tremendous amount of ground.  Within 
this mixture of sometimes tenuously connected issues, the field of “environ-
mental health” has become a recognized phenomenon.  Quite simply, envi-
ronmental health refers to the role the environment plays in human health.  
The World Health Organization defines it as follows: 
 Environmental health addresses all the physical, chemical, and biological fac-
tors external to a person, and all the related factors impacting behaviours. It 
encompasses the assessment and control of those environmental factors that can 
potentially affect health. It is targeted towards preventing disease and creating 
health-supportive environments.1 
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 It is also useful to recognize what environmental health excludes.  It is 
not about the health of the environment.  The WHO qualifies the definition 
above noting that environmental health “excludes behaviour not related to en-
vironment, as well as behaviour related to the social and cultural environment, 
and genetics.”2

 Environmental health is therefore very much about how the environment 
affects our health.  Environmental health is most commonly associated with 
toxic chemicals in the environment, but it is much broader than that.   For 
example, poor air quality (particulate matter) that contributes to childhood 
asthma and the increasing concern of urban heat-related mortalities in a warm-
ing climate are environmental health issues.  
 Urban sprawl is an issue of growing concern. Not surprisingly, studies 
show that our sprawling, car-dependent communities are contributing to obe-
sity and generally poor health, particularly an epidemic in childhood obesity.3

 One of the most dramatic societal health and environment transforma-
tions in recent years has been the dramatic increase in sustainable (local and 
organic) agriculture.  A number of Canadian foundations (and CEGN mem-
bers) have been supporting this important work.     

Why Environmental Health?
Available empirical evidence indicates that environmental health is of great 
interest to, and concern for, Canadians.  For instance, Canadians are simply 
more concerned about toxic chemicals than they are other environmental is-
sues.  Environics has been tracking this for the past five years.  In answer to 
the question,  “Please tell me if you are extremely concerned, definitely con-
cerned, somewhat concerned, not very concerned, or not at all concerned 
about each of the following...” 42% of respondents said they were extremely 
concerned about the “manufacture, use and disposal of toxic chemicals”4  
This was as compared to 39% extremely concerned regarding a major oil spill, 
37% regarding water quality, 35% regarding air quality, 33% regarding loss of 
habitat and 20% regarding climate change.
 Why are twice as many Canadians “extremely concerned” about tox-
ic chemicals than they are about climate change?  First and foremost, toxic 
chemicals are very much a human health issue as opposed to an ecological or 
atmospheric issue.  People are concerned about their health. Beyond that, it 
seems to us that there are three other important factors at play: tangibility, 
immediacy and solveability.  Toxic chemicals are more tangible than global 
warming; the average Canadian is aware that chemicals can cause human dis-
eases like cancer.  The effects of global warming, though serious, are more 
diffuse and less visible. Similarly, the effects of global warming are often dis-
tant, both in time and location.  When we see images of glaciers melting in 
the Himalayas, or the Arctic ice sheet receding; it is not obvious how, or if, 
these events are relevant to the daily life of Canadians.  As Bill McKibben 
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noted in his book Eaarth, one of the great failures of climate campaigning is 
the constant reference to how it will affect “our grandchildren.”   This ignores 
the well-documented contemporary ecological and economic damage caused 
by global warming and pushes it two generations into the future.  With toxic 
chemicals, on the other hand, the immediate and direct harm to human health 
is much more obvious, well documented, and even intuitive.  And when such 
chemicals are present in everyday consumer products, like baby bottles, in the 
Canadian home they are readily identifiable.  Lastly, global warming is a hard 
issue to wrap your arms around.  There are no simple solutions to climate 
change.  In fact we all see on a regular basis the failure of our governments to 
come to terms with policies to address global warming.  It is a difficult issue 
for Canada.  Toxic chemicals seem easier to grapple with. If you can simply 
limit your exposure to certain things, the threat largely disappears.   
 For all of these reasons, the concept of environmental health is fertile 
ground for environmental campaigners and funders.  The Canadian public is 
extremely receptive to  health as a driver of behavioural and policy change.  
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doctors and nurses who are concerned at the rise of antibiotic-resistant 
bacteria.39  The regulations related to this area are much stronger in other 
jurisdictions: the European Union has already banned prophylactic use of 
antibiotics in agriculture, and in the U.S. some families of antibiotics have 
been banned from use in poultry and other restrictions are in the process 
of being improved.40 The Ontario Medical Association’s policy paper on 
the issue pointed to two big failures of the current use of agricultural an-
tibiotics in Canada: a loophole that lets farmer directly import antibiotics 
for their own use and that there is currently no monitoring of the use of 
drugs in farming.41  These are key areas where environmental health work 
could make a difference.

Canada is a leader in restricting the use of lawn pesticides.  It all started in 3. 
Hudson, Quebec and has now expanded from a handful of municipal bans 
to province-wide bans in six Canadian provinces; comprising 77% of the 
Canadian population. Available evidence indicates that the Ontario ban – 
and almost certainly those in other provinces has had a rapid, measurable 
and beneficial effect.  Levels of certain key carcinogenic pesticide residues 
plummeted by an astonishing 80% in southern Ontario lakes and rivers 
the summer after the law was instituted.42  With modest support, the or-
ganizations working to have lawn pesticides banned will almost certainly 
be successful all across Canada.  As of this writing, Manitoba and British 
Columbia were actively considering such protective statutes.    

Coal-fired power plants have been vilified for their smog emitting and 4. 
climate destroying properties, but they also emit a nasty suite of asthma 
inducing and cancer causing chemicals that are causing more immediate 
harm.  And carbon capture will not help. Supporting efforts to follow 
Ontario’s lead and phase out all coal-burning in Canada is a laudable goal.   
And remember, even though Ontario’s coal phase-out is the single largest 
climate action ever taken in Canada, that is not what led to the successful 
campaign outcome, it was concern over environmental health.  

Finally, one of the issues that seems to divide Canadians more than any 5. 
other is the tar sands, or oil sands, we cannot even agree on what to call 
them.  There are a number of environmental efforts underway pointing 
to the “environmental nightmare” of the tar sands, but the messages are 
wide-ranging and often confusing.  Issues include carbon emissions, oil de-
pendency, water use, boreal forest destruction, birds dying, tailings ponds 
leaking, and aboriginal communities suffering.  There is almost certainly 
a higher concentration of cancer and asthma causing substances in the oil 
sands region than anywhere else in Canada, yet the environmental health 
issue has been underplayed and represents an opportunity for funders who 
want to contribute positive outcomes on this difficult issue.
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