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I N T R O D U C T I O N

Chapter Highlights:
In 1992, Health Canada launched the Action Plan on Health and the
Environment (APHE), a series of initiatives to identify environmental
contaminants, investigate their effects on the health of Canadians and develop
measures to reduce and prevent health risks. This report describes our current
understanding of the relationship between human health and the Canadian
environment, based on the findings from APHE, other Health Canada programs
and other sources of information.

■ Over the past century, our concept of health has broadened from the narrow
view of health as the absence of disease or other physical problems to a more
inclusive concept, emphasizing social and personal resources as well as
physical capabilities. In recent years, the term population health has been used
to describe an approach that focusses on the health of the whole population,
and of subgroups within the population, by addressing the entire range of
factors that determine health, as well as the complex interactions that exist
among them.

■ Since the 1970s, our concept of the environment has expanded to encompass
both the natural environment—including air, land, water, vegetation and
wildlife—and the human-built environment. At certain levels of exposure,
contaminants present in our air, water, food and soil can cause a variety of
adverse health effects, such as cancer, birth defects, respiratory illness and
gastrointestinal ailments. In the built environment, factors related to housing,
indoor air quality, the design of communities and transportation systems can
influence our psychological and physical well-being.

■ Canadians enjoy one of the safest food supplies on Earth, and the overall
quality of our air and drinking water is very high. Despite this, we face a
variety of potential threats to our health from the environment. Many of
these health threats are of natural origin, such as the sun’s ultraviolet rays.
Other health threats result from voluntary behaviours, such as smoking.
Canadians are also at risk as a result of involuntary exposure to contaminants
present in air, water, food and soil.

■ An ecosystem is a dynamic, self-regulating, natural community of plants,
animals and micro-organisms, which interact with one another and with
their non-living environment. People can affect the ecosystems they inhabit
by using the environment in a sustainable or unsustainable manner. 

■ Sustainable development is development that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own
needs. It combines economic, social and environmental goals, taking into
account their effects on health. If our natural and built environments, our
economy and our society are not sustainable, then the health of Canadians
will inevitably suffer. Achieving sustainable development requires a balanced
approach that promotes economic vitality, environmental integrity and social
well-being. This balance must be achieved not only in a Canadian context,
but also globally, so that our way of life is not maintained at the expense of
other countries.

16



In 1992, Health Canada launched the
Action Plan on Health and the
Environment (APHE), a series of
initiatives to identify environmental
contaminants, investigate their effects
on the health of Canadians and
develop measures to reduce and
prevent health risks. APHE represented
Health Canada’s response to the
government-wide Green Plan. APHE
provided funding to monitor water,
air and food; ensure that safety
standards were met; enhance existing
regulations; and develop new
regulatory measures to prevent or
reduce pollution. It also fostered
individual, community and
international health protection and
health promotion initiatives.
Although the APHE initiative has
ended, much of this work, and more,
is continuing under the new Health
and Environment program.

This report describes our current
understanding of the relationship
between human health and the
Canadian environment, based on the
findings from APHE, other Health
Canada programs and other sources of
information. The report focusses on
those contaminants that are of
particular concern to the health of
Canadians, notes the progress made in
reducing levels of environmental
contaminants and describes the
impact that the human-made or
“built” environment can have on our
health. The report describes actions
being taken by Health Canada and
other agencies to protect and promote
the health of Canadians, and it
provides practical suggestions for
things that individuals can do to
protect and enhance their own health.
The report also notes some emerging
issues and future challenges related to
health and the environment.

The remainder of this chapter sets the
context for the report, describes some
key terms used in the text and
provides an overview of each chapter.

Health and 
the Environment

What Is Health?
Over the past century, our concept of
health has broadened from the narrow
view of health as the absence of
disease or other physical problems to a
more inclusive concept, emphasizing
social and personal resources as well as
physical capabilities. Health has
recently been defined as a complete
state of physical, mental and social
well-being.1 The term includes, for
example, the ability to realize hopes,
to satisfy needs and to change or cope
with the environment. In recent years,
the term population health has been
used to describe an approach that
focusses on the health of the whole
population, and of subgroups within
the population, by addressing the
entire range of factors that determine
health, as well as the complex
interactions that exist among them.

What Is the Environment?
Since the 1970s, our concept of
the environment has expanded to
encompass both the natural
environment—including air, land,
water, vegetation and wildlife—and
the human-built environment. This
report examines the relationship
between our health and the health of
our natural environment by focussing
on the quality of air, water, food and
soil. These are the four principal media
by which Canadians are exposed to
environmental contaminants. The
report also explores the connection
between human health and the built
environment, which is defined here as
buildings, spaces and products that are
created or significantly modified by
humans. The built environment
includes our homes, schools and
workplaces, parks, business areas and
roads. It extends overhead in the form
of power transmission lines, under-
ground in the form of waste disposal
sites and across the country in the
form of highways.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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How Can the Environment 
Affect Our Health?
What we transfer to our environment
may eventually be transferred back to
us—in some cases with adverse
consequences. At certain levels of
exposure, contaminants present in our
air, water, food and soil can cause a
variety of adverse health effects, such
as cancer, birth defects, respiratory
illness and gastrointestinal ailments.
In the built environment, factors
related to housing, indoor air quality,
the design of communities and
transportation systems can influence
our psychological and physical
well-being. The extent to which
natural resources, such as fuel, forests
and wildlife, are protected for future
generations can also have important
consequences. Although the
environment itself can have adverse
effects on our health (e.g. floods,
famine, spread of disease, natural
disasters), these are not the subject
of this report.

What Types of 
Health Risks Do We Face?
Canadians enjoy one of the safest food
supplies on Earth, the overall quality
of our air and drinking water is very
high, and the built (human-made)
environment is generally cleaner and
healthier today than it was 100 years
ago. For example, many surveys have
shown that when contaminants are
detected in municipal tap water, the
levels are generally many times lower
than the maximum acceptable levels
set by federal–provincial–territorial
guidelines. Despite this, we face a
variety of potential threats to our
health from the environment. Some
of these health threats are of natural
origin, such as the sun’s ultraviolet
rays. Other health threats result from
voluntary behaviours, such as
smoking. Canadians are also at risk as
a result of both involuntary exposure
to contaminants present in air, water,
food and soil and certain aspects of
the built environment.

How Healthy Are We?
Based on a number of indicators,
our health appears to be improving.
Canadians are living longer, fewer
infants are dying during the first year
of life and premature deaths due to
heart disease and injuries have
declined. The death rates for many
diseases have also declined—partly
because the diseases now occur less
often and also because of better
medical treatments. Overall, the
majority of Canadians have no
disabling health problems for most
of their lives.

In other areas, however, we are
making little progress. For example,
the proportion of low birth weight
babies has not changed significantly
since the 1980s. In recent decades,
more Canadians have become
overweight, more people have had to
limit their regular activities for health
reasons and more people experience
higher levels of stress in their jobs.

I N T R O D U C T I O N18



Where Do We Fit In?

What Is an Ecosystem?
An ecosystem is a dynamic, self-
regulating, natural community of
plants, animals and micro-organisms,
which interact with one another and
with their non-living environment.
The Canadian environment is
composed of a large number of
ecosystems, ranging from natural
habitats, such as mountains, forests,
lakes and grassland, to human-built
spaces, such as cities, towns and
farmers’ fields.

How Do We Affect 
Our Ecosystems?
People can affect the ecosystems they
inhabit by using the environment in a
sustainable or unsustainable manner.
Examples of unsustainable practices
include the overexploitation of natural
resources, such as fossil fuels, forests
and fisheries, and the overproduction
and reckless disposal of waste
products. Perhaps the greatest
challenge we face to ensure our
long-term health and the health of
our environment is to create a more
sustainable society—or, in other
words, to embrace the concept of
sustainable development.

What Is 
Sustainable Development?
Sustainable development is development
that meets the needs of the present
without compromising the ability of
future generations to meet their own
needs. It combines economic, social
and environmental goals, taking into
account their effects on health. It
reflects the fact that development is
essential to satisfy human needs and
to improve the quality of human life,
but that it must also be based on the
efficient and environmentally
responsible use of all our scarce
resources: natural, human and
economic. Sustainable development
requires that we consider the impact
of our country’s current actions on the
long-term well-being of the Canadian
environment, as well as the impacts of
the actions of all other countries on

the global environment. If our natural
and built environments, our economy
and our society are not sustainable,
then the health of Canadians will
inevitably suffer.

How Can We 
Achieve Sustainability?
If we opt for economic growth at the
expense of our environment, then
our natural resources will gradually
disappear, pollution will increase and
the health of future generations will
suffer. On the other hand, if we treat
the environment as pure and
untouchable, then our economy and
our health will suffer and our standard
of living will decline. The middle road
calls for a balanced approach that
promotes economic vitality,
environmental integrity and social
well-being. This balance must be
achieved not only in a Canadian
context, but also globally, so that our
way of life is not maintained at the
expense of other countries.

Overview of the Report
The chapter entitled What
Influences Our Health? provides
an overview of the population health
concept, discusses how health status
may be measured using indicators and
describes the types of factors or
determinants that influence health. The
chapter also provides some informa-
tion on the current health status of
Canadians and describes Health
Canada’s approach to population
health.

The Assessing and Managing
Health Risks chapter provides a
description of the general process used
to assess and manage risks to health
and includes the framework
developed by the Health Protection
Branch of Health Canada as an
example. The chapter also describes
the importance of considering risk
perception and undertaking risk
communication within the risk
assessment and management process,
and it provides a few examples of
broad risk management strategies
used by Health Canada.

The Introduction to the Natural
Environment chapter provides an
overview of environmental contami-
nants as discussed in the four chapters
that follow it. The Air chapter
addresses major airborne contami-
nants, including tobacco smoke,
common air pollutants, biological
agents such as fungi and dust mites,
hazardous organic compounds, metals
and radiation. It also examines the
potential health impacts of global
warming and of incineration by-
products. The Water chapter de-
scribes the health effects associated
with water-borne organisms, water
disinfection by-products, volatile or-
ganic compounds, pesticides, metals,
fluoride, nitrates and radionuclides, as
well as the relative importance of skin
contact as a route of exposure to
pollutants found in water. It also
discusses water conservation. The
Food chapter features sections on
microbiological contaminants,
persistent organic pollutants, heavy
metals, radionuclides and food
additives, and it describes the potential
impacts of endocrine disruptors and
biotechnology products on our health.
The Soil chapter discusses the health
problems associated with leaking
underground fuel storage tanks, leaded
paint and pesticides, and it explains
the potential impacts of soil erosion
and the use of micro-organisms for
soil clean-up.

The chapter on The Built
Environment explores how the
human landscape affects our health.
The topics covered include urban
systems, housing and the home
environment, work and school
environments, transportation, waste
management, human-made sources
of radiation and environmental
emergencies.

The Summary provides highlights
from the report, describes the future
challenge of achieving sustainable
development in the context of health
and the environment and notes efforts
being made by Health Canada and
other federal government departments
in this regard.
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