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FOREWORD 

This report summarizes an engaging multi-
stakeholder workshop on environment, health, 
and social equity hosted by the McMaster 
Institute of Environment and Health (MIEH) in 
May, 2007. The genesis of the workshop was a 
desire for the MIEH, creatively through 
investment in a Postdoctoral Fellowship, to 
foster more 'in house' capacity on environment 
and health scholarship, policy influence, and 
practice. This desire followed on a consensus 
within the Institute on the 'fragmented field' of 
environment and health research and policy in 
Canada.  

While there has indeed been no shortage of 
attention to pressing environmental issues over 
the past several years, we continue to be 
concerned about scientists stuck in silos, 
policymakers caught up in regulation over 
prevention, and community organizations 
impaired by scarce resources. Meanwhile, 
problems of environmental impacts on health, 
including local effects of climate change, water 
crises in rural and aboriginal communities, and 
the persistent toxic legacies of past and present 
industrial mismanagement are not abating. 
Further, while such environmental problems 
may seem ubiquitous at the large scale, locally 

they disproportionately burden the poor, 
children, women, minorities, and other socially 
disadvantaged groups. 
 
Igniting change in Canada's research and policy 
arenas means finding common concerns that 
cut across these disparate fields. Ove r 50 
workshop participants from academic, 
government, non-profit, and community sectors 
agreed that the unifying concern may be a 
common concern for social inequity.  The 
following proceedings make the case that 
society's most vulnerable populations should be 
the first to benefit from a more unified approach 
by Canadian researchers, policymakers, and 
practitioners.  

We are fortunate to have the support of the 
Canadian Institutes of Health Research Institute 
of Population and Public Health (IPPH) and 
Institute of Gender and Health (IGH) in this 
endeavour. All participants are hopeful that the 
workshop outcomes, including four concrete 
action plans focusing on research, training, 
networking, and knowledge translation will be 
just a first step in a transformative national and 
international effort to promote environmental 
equity.

 

Jeff Masuda (co-chair) 
Postdoctoral Fellow 
McMaster Institute of Environment and Health 
McMaster University 
 

Bruce Newbold (co-chair) 
Professor and Director 
McMaster Institute of Environment and Health 
McMaster University

 



 1

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

On May 24 and 25th, McMaster’s Institute of 
Environment and Health hosted a workshop to 
ignite a pan-Canadian agenda for more unified 
research and policy action against the harmful 
effects of envi ronmental hazards on minorities, 
the poor, women, children, and other vulnerable 
Canadians.  Sponsored by the Canadian 
Institutes of Health Research (Institute of 
Population and Public Health; Institute of Gender 
and Health), the goal of the workshop was to 
establish a nation-wide collaboration for 
promoting environmental, health, and social 
equity.  
 
From coast to coast, representatives from 
research, policy-making, and policy-influencing 
organizations engaged in interactive 
presentations, open discussion and debate. In 
the sessions, participants synthesized and 
assessed what is currently known about 
environmental inequities in Canada and 
addressed concerns about their increasing 
prevalence of and the need for collaborative 
research, knowledge exchange, and capacity 
building to solve these problems.  
 
These discussions were supported by a draft 
background paper entitled: An Exploratory 
Assessment of Environmental Inequity Research 
in Canada, which provided a review and analysis 
of environmental equity research in Canada over 
the past thirty years). 
 
Following presentations and open discussions, 
three roundtable groups were established, each 
addressing one of the following action areas: 1) 
knowledge production; 2) knowledge exchange; 
and 3) capacity building.  Each roundtable group 
was asked to identify gaps and opportunities for 
their action area and then develop and present a 
list of priorities to address these gaps and seize 
opportunities to promote the relevance, uptake, 
and quality of research into public policies and 
community practices.  
 
Synthesis of the roundtable discussions 
revealed five crosscutting priorities to move a 
national agenda on environment, health, and 
social equity forward and included the need to: 
1) acknowledge and address issues of power 
and power relations in interdisciplinary, 
intersectoral and collaborative projects; 2) clarify 

terms and definitions surrounding environmental 
equity in order to develop a common language 
that supports dialogue; 3) work toward more 
inclusive partnerships and collaborations with a 
broad range of disciplines, individuals and 
sectors; 4)  broaden the ways researchers gain 
tenure and get recognition for what they do in 
order to encourage more collaborative projects 
that include community, policy makers and other 
practitioners; and, 5) address challenges of  
time and scale in order to support more longer 
term, broad scale strategic research.  

 
The review, synthesis, and open debate resulting 
from the three roundtable presentations led to 
the emergence of four concrete action plans in 
order to advance research, knowledge exchange 
and capacity building.   
 
The four action plans are:  
 
1) The development of a national network 

focused on advancing research, policy, and 
practice dedicated to promoting 
environmental equity in Canada; 

2) The development of a training and capacity 
enhancing program proposal on 
environmental inequity; 

3) The development of an interdisciplinary 
research team to submit an operating grant 
in the first 2008 competition; and  

4) The development of special collection of 
papers focused on environmental inequities 
in Canada  

 
Following the identification of these four action 
plans, participants broke into four self-selected 
working groups, identified leaders, and spent the 
remainder of the workshop developing plans for 
moving each action plan forward.  Participants 
expressed great enthusiasm over the outcomes 
of the workshop and found the process to be 
innovative, constructive and highly collaborative. 
 
Since the conclusion of the workshop, each of 
the working groups have convened through 
email, teleconference and in-person meetings to 
build on the momentum of the workshop and 
take concrete next steps. The emergent national 
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network has been preliminarily named the 
Canadian Network on Environment, Health and 
Social Equity (CNEHSE) and an associated list 
serve has been established. One of the main 
goals of this Network is to bring together diverse 
perspectives of academics, policy influencers, 
non-profit organizations, practitioners, 
community groups, students, and labour  
organizations to spark dynamic, constructive and 
critical dialogue and to move toward  
collaborative action for promoting environmental 
equity. A more detailed description of each 
action plan can be found in the Workshop 
Outcomes section of this report.  
 
For more information or to join the CNHESE list 
serve, please contact, Jeff Masuda, 
jeff.masuda@gmail.com  
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WORKSHOP OUTCOMES 

Summary 
 
The workshop resulted in four concrete action 
plans: 
  

1) The development of a national network 
focused on advancing research, policy, 
and practice dedicated to promoting 
environmental equity in Canada; 

 
2) The development of a training and 

capacity enhancing program proposal on 
environmental inequity; 

 
3) The development of an interdisciplinary 

research team to submit an operating 
grant in the first 2008 competition; and 

 
4) The development of special collection of 

papers focused on environmental 
inequities in Canada  

 
In addition to the action plans, participants 
expressed that the workshop helped to generate 
new insights, ideas, and perspectives on the 
state of environmental inequity in Canada and 
provided an opportunity to reflect on 
multidisciplinary and intersectoral perspectives 
on the issue.  
 
Participants also found the workshop led to the 
creation of new interpersonal networks for 
furthering dialogue and collaboration and helped 
to identify opportunities for research, policy 
development and capacity building. 
   
 

 
 
Action Plan 1: Development of a national network to advance research, policy, and 
practice dedicated to promoting environmental equity in Canada 
 
Over the course of the two-day workshop, 
participants identified a clear need and vision for 
a national network dedicated to promoting 
environmental equity in Canada.  The preliminary 
vision for the network called for a partnership 
among academics, policy influencers, 
practitioners, non-profit organizations, students, 
community groups and labour organizations 
through collaborative research, policy 
development, and practice.  
 
An initial working group emerged led by Bruce 
Newbold, Director of the McMaster Institute of 
Environmental Health and Ana Skinner, 
Environment Coordinator of the Laidlaw 
Foundation. Other working group members 
include: Tracy Apoll, Amy Christianson, Susan 
Elliot, Rachel Hirsch, Jeff Masuda, Tara McGee, 
Amanda Sheedy, Louise Aubin, Sherrill Johnson 
and Tara Zupancic. 
 
Immediate next steps were planned and 
included: establishing the goals and intentions of 
the network; identifying key stakeholders; 

exploring examples of successful networks; 
developing a critical path and time frame for 
network development; expanding the network 
working group; developing terms of reference;  
identifying possible resources and criteria for 
measuring success; and considering options for 
dual language communication.  Longer term 
plans included developing a web-based 
presence for the network and hosting a national 
interdisciplinary conference.  
 
Progress on Network development since the 
workshop: 
The network has preliminarily been named the 
Canadian Network on Environment, Health and 
Social Equity (CNEHSE) and an associated list 
serve of 58 members (and growing) has been 
established. Ana Skinner and Bruce Newbold are 
leading the Network Group, which is continuing 
to expand. Tara Zupancic has signed on as 
Network Consultant, dedicating time over the 
next several months to help carry the plans and 
vision of the working group forward.  The 
Working Group recently released an online 
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survey to a broad base of stakeholders in order 
to gather a wide range of perspectives on 
potential priorities and actions so that the 
emergent network will reflect the needs and 
diversity of those committed to environmental 
equity. The results of the survey will be used to 

help guide the early growth of the network over 
the next several months. 
 
To learn more about the Canadian Network on 
Environment, Health and Social Equity, please 
contact:  Bruce Newbold, 
newbold@mcmaster.ca. 

 
 
Action Plan 2: Development of a training and capacity enhancing program on 
environment, health, and equity 
 
The need for an interdisciplinary strategic 
training program on environment, health and 
social equity was clearly identified at the 
workshop in order to support capacity building in 
Canada. An initial working group was established 
led by Blake Poland, Associate Professor in the 
Department of Public Health Sciences at the 
University of Toronto and supported by members 
Theresa Garvin, Jeff Masuda, Janet McLaughlin, 
Joy Parr and Kelly Woltman. 
 
The rationale for the training program is to 
promote interdisciplinarity in environmental 
inequity research, policy, and practice and to 
integrate a currently fragmented field populated 
by risk-based, sociocultural, and policy 
approaches.  The group agreed that a multi-
nodal structure would be beneficial for building 
capacity, connecting and comparing inequities 
across jurisdictions and at multiple scales as well 
as enabling recruitment and retention of students 
in Canada. 
 
Progress on Training and Capacity Program 
development since the workshop: 
Building on discussions at the workshop, the 
working group is developing a draft proposal for 
a training and capacity enhancing program on 
environment, health, and social equity via a 
CIHR strategic training grant proposal in 2008. 

The goal is to incorporate and integrate all four 
CIHR pillars (biomedical/basic science, clinical, 
health systems, and population health/social 
science) and develop a multidisciplinary 
graduate fellowship/ policy, and community 
based training program with resources for 
student fellowships, possible student and faculty 
inter-institutional exchanges, shared web-based 
curriculum, and summer institutes.  The working 
group plans to keep the focus on equity, through 
the incorporation of community-based research, 
community involvement and policy-
maker/influencer participation.  
 
The working group plans to circulate the draft 
proposal to leading environmental health 
institutions and also plans to look to other 
existing collaborative training programs to gather 
ideas on how to structure the training program. 
The goal is to identify lead investigators and 
participating institutions by the fall of 2007 in 
order to meet the expected 2008 deadline for the 
full application. 
 
To learn more about the development of the 
training and capacity enhancing program on 
environment, health, and equity, please contact: 
Blake Poland, blake.poland@utoronto.ca or Jeff 
Masuda, jeff.masuda@gmail.com. 

 
 
Action Plan 3: Development of an interdisciplinary research project 
  
To address the need for more collaborative 
interdisciplinary research in order to better 
understand environmental inequity in Canada, a 
research working group was established and is 
being led by Eric Crighton, Assistant Professor in 
Department of Geography at University of 
Ottawa. Working group members include: Odwa 
Atari, Jamie Baxter, Susan Elliott, Stephanie 
Gower, Judy Guernsey, Paul Hackett, Ling Liu 

Jeff Masuda, Mary Ellen Starodub, Franca Ursitti 
and Tara Zupancic. 

The group discussed a variety of priorities and 
objectives for the research project such as 
understanding exposures to vulnerable 
populations, measuring the determinants of 
exposures and resulting inequities, and exploring 
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the underlying systemic causes of these 
inequities.  
 
The group’s main interest centred on the 
examination of environmental risk perception 
among a vulnerable group such as children, 
aboriginals, the poor, or people more highly 
exposed to pollution. 
 
Key criteria for the research project include: 
bringing together an interdisciplinary team; 
exploring an environmental issue in relation to a 
vulnerable population; incorporating a multi-site 
design and exploring the deeper causes of 
inequity.  
 
The goal is to solidify specific research  
questions over the summer and refine the 
associated objectives and criteria in order 
develop and submit a research grant proposal by 
January 2008. 

 
Progress on the interdisciplinary research 
grant since the workshop: 
The research team circulated ideas and 
concepts for the research project via email. A 
teleconference was then convened by Eric 
Crighton to move forward on solidifying ideas of 
the research project.  The main question that 
emerged from the discussion was: How does 
social, economic and environmental inequity 
affect environmental risk perception and 
behaviour?  Various approaches are being 
considered to explore this question and a second 
teleconference is planned to pull ideas together, 
develop the specifics of the project and begin to 
structure a grant proposal. 
 
To learn more about the development of this 
interdisciplinary research project, please contact:  
Eric Crighton, eric.crighton@uottawa.ca   

  
 
Action Plan 4: Development of a Special Journal Collection on Environmental 
Inequity 
 
One of the major issues identified at the 
workshop was the lack of a Canadian consensus 
on a comprehensive understanding of 
environmental inequity as a major barrier to 
communication for research, knowledge 
exchange and capacity building.   
 
Participants agreed that a special journal 
collection, dedicated to the exploration of 
Canadian environmental inequities would help 
address this issue by promoting critical dialogue 
about environmental equity.  A Journal Collection 
working group was established and is led by Jeff 
Masuda, Postdoctoral Fellow at the McMaster 
Institute of Environment and Health and Sara 
Edge, MES Candidate in the Department of 
Environment & Resource Studies at the 
University of Waterloo. Group members include: 
Jamie Baxter, Nilima Bhoi, Kevin Brand, Amy 
Christianson, Ken Cruikshank, Theresa Garvin, 
Heather Gross, Tim Lambert, Isaac Luginaah, 
Catherine Maule, Jessica Johanna Van Horssen, 
Sarah Wakefield and Tara Zupancic.  
 
The goal of the working group is to publish a 
special collection of papers that represents a 
diverse range of disciplines and geographical 
regions throughout Canada and includes a 
definitional piece on environmental equity. 

 
Progress on the Special Journal Collection 
since the workshop: 
Jeff Masuda and Sara Edge circulated a draft 
call for papers and convened a follow up 
teleconference with the existing working group to 
discuss next steps. It was agreed that the 
collection should contain both empirical pieces 
as well as a more unified framing piece to be 
written by Jamie Baxter and Sarah Wakefield.  
 
Jeff and Sara continue to lead the logistics of the 
project including the selection of an appropriate 
journal.  Currently, 11 potential paper 
contributors have been identified and working 
group members will be submitting names of 
other potential contributors. The group aims to 
receive completed manuscripts by the end of 
2007 with submission for peer review by end of 
January, 2008 leading to a final selection of 
articles with an editorial introduction by the 
summer of 2008. 
 
To learn more about the Special Journal 
Collection, please contact: Jeff Masuda, 
jeff.masuda@gmail.com or Sara Edge, 
ssedge@fesmail.uwaterloo.ca 
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WORKSHOP PROCEEDINGS 

Opening 
 
?? Jeff Masuda, Postdoctoral Fellow, McMaster Institute of Environment and Health, 
?? Bruce Newbold, Director, McMaster Institute of Environment and Health, McMaster University, and  
?? Susan Elliott, Dean of the Faculty of Social Sciences McMaster University 

 
Participants were welcomed by Jeff Masuda, 
Bruce Newbold and Susan Elliott and were 
oriented to the purpose of the workshop:  to link 
researchers, policymakers, highly qualified 
trainees, and others to ignite pan-Canadian 
collaborations for knowledge production, 
exchange and capacity building to promote 
improved environment, health, and social equity.   
 
Dr. Masuda pointed out that amidst the rapidly 
expanding research community in Canada 
investigating the intersection of health and social 
vulnerabilities related to the environment, there is 
need for integration, unity, and collaboration in 
order to make issues of inequity more explicit 
and to have a more effective policy impact.   

 
Participants were asked to share in a common 
goal over the next two days by moving from 
brainstorming to action plans around three key 
areas:  
 

1) Knowledge Production, (how can we 
work toward more collaborative and 
unified research in Canada);  

2) Knowledge Exchange, (how can we 
promote stronger research, policy and 
practice linkages); and, 

3) Capacity Building, (how can we prepare 
the next generation of professional 
scholars and practitioners)?

 
 
Setting the Stage: A brief history of environmental inequity research and capacity 
building in Canada 
 
?? Address by John Eyles, Professor, School of Geography and Earth Sciences, McMaster University   

 
John Eyles began the session with a poignant 
suggestion that contemporary environmental 
health research is a ‘fragmented field’. His review 
of the antecedents of this field included: 
occupational health; public health movements 
beginning in the late 19th century; the 
development of landmark links between 
environmental problems and health impacts; the 
conceptualization of risk and its popularization 
though books such as ‘Silent Spring’ and later 
‘Our Stolen Future’; and lastly the development 
of links between environmental insults and health 
inequalities and justice.   
 
Dr. Eyles drew participant’s attention to the need 
for capacity development for practitioners, 
researchers and policy makers.  He noted that 
although there is support for practitioners in 
environmental health offices via training in 
Canadian institutions such as Ryerson, major 

capacity development gaps remain in the areas 
of research and policy development.  
 
Looking forward to the workshop goals, Dr. Eyles 
argued that addressing inequalities and injustice 
is vital and suggested that there is a need for 
integration of physical and social sciences. While 
the current status of  epidemiological and 
reductionist science has great value, it cannot be 
privileged over the social sciences and 
humanities.  He also stressed the importance of 
bridging the disconnect between research and 
practice at local, provincial and federal levels 
including an improved understanding between 
demands for information and its supply and tools 
to enhance understanding of what policy makers 
and communities want.  Lastly, Dr. Eyles 
stressed the importance of social theory 
development and the vital importance of 
understanding the context of environmental 
justice and inequalities.  



 7

A View from CIHR: Challenges and opportunities for environment, health, and 
social equity research and policy in Canada – Assessing the current political 
landscape 
 
??  Alan Abelsohn, CIHR Institute of Population and Public Health 

 
Dr. Abelsohn introduced the CIHR/IPPH’s 
mandate to support research into the complex 
interactions (biological, social, cultural, 
environmental), that determine the health of 
individuals, communities, and global populations; 
and, the application of that knowledge to improve 
the health of both populations and individuals 
through strategic partnerships with population 
and public health stakeholders, and innovative 
research funding programs. 
 
 A review of CIHR’s strategic priorities up to 2007 
included: capacity building for cutting-edge and 
relevant PPH research and its application; 
understanding and addressing the impacts of 
physical and social environments on health; 
analyzing and reducing health disparities; global 
health (especially in resource-limited low- and 
middle-income countries); and, characterizing 

gene-environment interactions to prevent 
disease.  
 
Dr. Abelsohn briefly reviewed key environmental 
health issues that carry equity issues including 
children’s environmental health, exposure to 
endocrine disruptors, gene-environment 
interactions and climate change.  He felt that 
challenges in this field included a lack of 
surveillance of environmental public health, a 
need to develop trans / multi disciplinary 
research, and jurisdictional complexity between 
public health and municipal, provincial and 
federal authorities. He also expressed optimism 
over growing interest in the field and the 
establishment of clear success stories as result 
of linking science and public health policy. He 
pointed to lead exposure as a clear example.

 
 
?? Louise Robert, CIHR Institute of Gender and Health  

 
Louise Robert provided an overview of the 
Institute of Gender an Health which has five 
research priorities: access and equity for 
vulnerable populations; promoting health in the 
context of chronic conditions and disabilities; 
gender and health across the lifespan; promoting 
positive health behaviours and preventing 
addictions; and, gender and environments. Over 
600 investigators have been funded with over 
$30 million invested through IGH, 40% of which 
has funded studies on equity and gender and 
environment. IGH supported researchers are 
presently investigating issues spanning the 
impacts of physical and social environments on 

health, mental health, workplace and health, and 
indoor air exposures.  Collaborators include the 
Institute of Neurosciences, Mental Health and 
Addiction and the Institute of Human 
Development, Child and Youth Health. Other key 
priorities encompass global health issues.   
 
Dr. Robert also commented on the significant 
role that CIHR Institutes play in supporting 
research trainees through such mechanisms as 
the open competition priority announcements. 
The Public Health Agency of Canada was also 
suggested as a resource for  funding for students

 
  
Background paper Q & A: An exploratory assessment of environmental inequity 
research in Canada 
 
?? Jeff Masuda, McMaster Institute of Environmental Health and Tara Zupancic, Department of Public 

Health Sciences, University of Toronto 
 
Dr. Masuda and Tara Zupancic presented the 
finding from the first phase of a meta-narrative 
review designed to provide an initial assessment 

of the state of environmental inequity research in 
Canada. The presenters explained that the 
current fragmented research landscape has led 
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to gaps in understanding of and action on 
environmental inequities in Canada.   
 
Through systematic searching and 
categorization, the authors assessed the 
abstracts of a total of 308 studies focused on the 
past 30 years of Canadian environmental 
inequity research in order to describe their 
characteristics, geography, topics and contexts.  
 
The results revealed that although there has 
been significant growth in Canadian research 
documenting the uneven distributions and 
impacts of environmental hazards across 
locations and populations since the 1990’s, there 
is less critical social scientific scrutiny aimed at 
uncovering the societal causes that lay behind 
how environmental inequities are created and 
sustained. Areas for future research are 
recommended including more interdisciplinary 
collaborations to better examine the processes, 
policies and institutions that generate 
environmental inequities. 
 
For a summary of key findings from the 
background paper, please see Appendix C: 
Background Report Summary. 
 
Question and Answer: 
Theresa Garvin questioned the paper’s finding 
that more research of rural populations was 

needed.  The presenters explained that because 
the populations were not distinct categories 
much of the studies on children were largely 
urban thereby conflating the studies on urban 
populations.  This was presented as a limitation 
of the methodology.  
 
The presenters also acknowledged that another 
limitation of the methodology was the inability to 
include grey literature such as government 
studies and NGO reports. It is expected that an 
enhanced or altered picture of the policy critique 
would be found in grey literature.  The presenters 
agreed that accessing grey literature would be a 
logical next step for this research but would 
requires greater resources. 
 
Michael Hayes suggested that the findings of the 
paper support the need for more strategic 
research (as opposed to focusing on pet 
interests),that concentrates efforts in 
collaborative strategic domains and aligns with 
the social justice movement to advance the 
environmental health agenda. 
 
Blake Poland expressed that the background 
paper drew his attention to the need for an 
improved focus on community activism, including 
a deeper analysis and understanding of political 
and social change. 

 
 
Setting the Stage: Best practices for linking university based research institutes 
through knowledge production, translation/transformation, and capacity building 
collaborations 
  
?? Bruce Newbold, Director McMaster Institute of Environment and Health 
 

Bruce Newbold provided some history of the 
MIEH, which was established in 1996 to address 
the need for innovative approaches to the study 
of complex relationships between the 
environment and human health physical, social, 
cultural, chemical, infectious, radiological, and 
built environments.  
 
Dr. Newbold articulated how the prominence 
environmental concerns in Canada is reflected in 
a growing demand for specialized environmental 
health capacity and that in order to move 
research agendas forward, a focus on 
knowledge production, knowledge exchange and 
capacity building is required. 
 

Key trends in knowledge production were 
identified including:  integrative, trans-disciplinary 
research agendas; new technologies such as 
gene mapping, imaging and GIS; data 
warehousing; and new funding opportunities 
though CIHR, EC/HC, NIEHS, and SSHRC. 
Current needs were also identified including: 
more strategic research, the exploration of 
different geographies and populations, and the 
application of high quality research to more 
topical and relevant issues.  
 
In terms of knowledge exchange and capacity 
building, Dr. Newbold expressed a need for 
researchers to move beyond typical academic 
circles and incorporate community as well as 
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new forms of communication in an effort to bring 
‘science to the community’. He also felt that the 
recruitment and training of the next generation of 
environment and health researchers requires 
mentorship and involvement of new junior 
faculty; course-based training opportunities; 
direct research opportunities for students via 
research grants; and community partnered 
research opportunities.  
 
Dr. Newbold highlighted some emergent and 
ongoing research needs including: the 
identification of ‘big picture’ issues as well as the 
‘weak links; integration of research and 
researchers across disciplines; improved 
awareness of the role and contribution of social 
sciences to ensure recognition of the power of 
trans-disciplinary research by funding agencies; 
and, building a common language for knowledge 
exchange.  
 

In an effort to address some of these issues, Dr. 
Newbold pointed to the McMaster Collaborations 
for Health Initiative that aims to get researchers, 
policymakers, and practitioners ‘playing in the 
same sandbox’ and focuses on three themes: 
Environment & Health; Development Across the 
Lifespan; and Health Services & Policy.  The 
process involves identifying research talents, 
fostering a wide ranging health related activity 
and interdisciplinary research; identifying new 
research ideas, questions, and directions that 
build upon existing researcher strengths; and  
leveraging funds / seed monies for research.  He 
also referred to the National Institute of 
Environmental Health Sciences as a good 
example of inter-disciplinary teams that 
investigate a broad spectrum of disease factors, 
including environmental agents, genetics, age, 
diet, and activity levels: 
http://www.niehs.nih.gov/external/plan2006/  
 

 
 
Participant Presentations 
 
Each participant was given five minutes to 
present their current work and interests and to 
answer key questions about what they feel are 
the main issues, research questions, 
interdisciplinary challenges, gaps, strategies and 
opportunities related to environmental inequity in 
Canada. 
 
Appendix D provides a summary of the key 
points of each participant’s presentation. Some 
key discussion points raised by participants 
during this session include: the need for changes 
in mandatory guidelines for public health; 
Canada’s role in the developing world; the need 
for communities to participate in defining local 

problems; how to influence public attention to 
environmental inequities through improved 
relationships with journalists, the concept of 
‘Right to Know’ by-laws and user friendly 
modeling; and, the impact of environmental 
change on embodied knowledge.  Discussion 
also revolved around future topics for research in 
relation to environmental equity including: the 
role of the IMF and its encouragement to cut 
social services; gender differences; the impact of 
policy shifts resulting in compounded inequity; 
and, improved intersectoral collaboration and 
communication.   
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Roundtable I: Challenges in advancing environmental equity in Canada 
 
The purpose of Roundtable I was to identify and 
prioritize the major challenges in advancing 
environmental equity in Canada and the barriers 
faced in establishing a unified, pan-Canadian 
collaboration for environment, health, and equity.  
Participants were divided into three roundtable 
groups to explore one of three following themes 
in order to ensure representation across 
research, policy, and community domains: 1) 
Knowledge Production, 2) Knowledge 
Translation and 3) Capacity Building.   
 
Specifically each roundtable was asked to 
consider the specific theme to which their group 
was assigned and discuss the following set of 
questions: 
  

1) What are the main gaps in knowledge, 
policy/practice, or capacity building in 
relation to environmental inequities? 
Please provide examples. 

2) What are the most important research 
questions, policy dilemmas, or capacity 
needs that arise from these gaps? List 
as many as your group can come up 
with. 

3) What are, in practical terms, the 
challenges (institutional, resource, 
political, etc.) you and others have faced 
in advancing knowledge, developing 
policy, or building capacity on 
environmental inequities? 

4) What range of expertise is missing? 
What theoretical frameworks, 
methodological approaches need to be 
developed to move forward? 

5) Based on the gaps, questions, and 
challenges you have identified, what are 
3-5 priorities for action?

 
 
Roundtable I Summary  
The specific results of the three-roundtable 
discussions are presented in Appendix E.  A 
review and synthesis of the results revealed five 
cross-cutting themes listed below: 
  
1) Power and power relations: Interdisciplinary, 

intersectoral and collaborative projects often 
result in variations in participant’s influence 
and involvement as well as differences in 
values and approaches.  Therefore, the 
exploration and development of effective 
collaborative processes and models to 
address issues of power and power relations 
is important. 

 
2) Definitions and language: Clarification of 

terms and meanings and the development of 
a common language surrounding 
environmental equity in Canada is critical to 
constructive dialogue, communication and 
the movement of a national agenda on 
environment, health, and social equity.  

 

3) Missing links and partnerships: More thought 
is required about what other groups, 
disciplines, individuals and sectors should be 
involved in collaborative efforts toward 
environmental equity.  Some examples 
include: economists, political scientists and 
environmental groups.  

 
4) Research-action continuum: Researchers 

within academic institutions and structures 
are provided little incentive or reward for 
action-oriented research. There is a need to 
broaden the ways all researchers gain 
tenure and get recognition for what they do 
in order to encourage more collaborative 
projects that include community, policy 
makers and other practitioners. 

 
5) Challenges of timelines and scales: Short-

term, small-scale projects are most common 
and yet an improved understanding of 
environmental equity requires more larger 
scale (regional, national, global) and longer 
term studies. 
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Roundtable II: Action priorities to advance environmental equity in Canada  
 
The ideas and momentum generated from the 
first roundtable sessions resulted in an open floor 
discussion and the emergence of four clear 
action priorities:  
 
1) The development of a national network on 

environment, health and social equity;  
 
2) The development of a training and capacity 

enhancing program on environment, health, 
and equity; 

 
3) The development of an interdisciplinary 

research project on environmental equity; 
and, 

 
4) A special collection of papers focused on 

environmental inequities in Canada.  
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In the second roundtable session, four groups, 
corresponding the four action priorities were 
created.  Participants were self-assigned to one 
of the four roundtable groups based on their 
interests. 
 
Each group was asked to consider the following 
list of questions in order to develop their action 
priority into an action plan: What is it?;  Why is it 
needed now?; Who is/are the leader(s)?; Who, 
or what disciplines, must be included?; What 
needs to be done, step by step?; Are resources 
required?; If so, from where shall they be 
sought?; What is the timeframe?; What is the 
first thing you are going to do?; and, How will you 
measure success? 
 
The results of Roundtable II can be found in the 
Workshop Outcomes section of this document. 
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Appendix C: Background report 
summary  
An exploratory assessment of 
environmental inequity research in 
Canada  
 

Background Paper Q & A

An exploratory assessment of 
environmental inequity 

research in Canada 

      

Research Questions
• What have been the major characteristics of research on 

environmental inequities in Canada over the past 30 
years? 

• What is the geography of research on environmental 
inequities?

• What topics and contexts of environmental inequities 
have been examined?

• What have been the theoretical/ epistemological/ 
methodological assumptions of environmental inequity 
research?

 

Methods

• Meta-narrative mapping technique (Greenhalgh, 
2004)

• Step-wise approach
• Inductive, iterative and pluralistic
• 13 databases covering several disciplines
• 625 article abstracts ? N=308
• 13 variables emerged covering all research 

questions
• Limitations

      

Major Results

Major research characteristics:
– Research on the rise since 1990s
– Empirical > Policy analysis
– Quantitative > Qualitative
– Micro > macro level analyses

Geography of research:
– Different output and foci across regions
– Populations: aboriginal and children
– ‘Neglected’ populations: women, rural, the poor

 

Major Results

Topics and contexts:
– Air/food > water/climate change/etc.
– Biophysical > Psychosocial health outcomes

Assumptions:
– Mitigation > Prevention
– Positivism > Constructivism
– Descriptive > Transformative

      

Points to Consider

– Moving upstream
– Expanding outward
– Connecting vulnerabilities
– Building reflexivity
– Operationalizing scale
– Embracing wholism
– Questioning power
– Promoting healthy environments for all
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Appendix D: Participant Summaries 
and Open Discussion 
 
Tracy Apoll, City Regions Study Centre  
University of Alberta 
The one-year-old City Regions Study Centre 
looks at the Edmonton city region and the effects 
of its development boom on health and 
environment.  At the Centre, Tracy is examining 
intersections with other city regions to find out 
what regions are undertaking similar research. 
She is also focused on gender and development, 
policy making and political will encompassing 
environmental, health and gender 
mainstreaming.   
 
Louise Aubin, Research and Policy Analyst, 
Ontario Public Health Association (OPHA) 
The OPHA is in a unique position to interact with 
the public, synthesize research and to influence 
policy on many non-traditional public health 
issues such as air quality, climate change, water 
quality, non-essential use of pesticides, and 
building environmental health capacity in public 
health units in Ontario. Louise explained how 
they are currently reworking their ‘catch all’ 
mandate to include environmental health with a 
particular focus on children. In particular they 
have championed best practices in research 
policy partnerships through the Canadian 
Partnership on Children’s Health and the 
Environment which has helped to leverage 
funding, increase reach of messaging and 
credibility, and promote interdisciplinary and 
intersectoral collaboration. Challenges for the 
organization include questions about when to 
take action and a lack of capacity to address 
many competing issues  
 
Jamie Baxter – Department of Geography, 
University of Western Ontario 
Jamie Baxter expressed that the need to 
establish a health link with an environmental 
issue can be dangerous and that pollution in and 
of itself may be cause for concern even without 
proving a detrimental health effect. His research 
asks questions like: What is the affect of 
adopting a policy, perception or mobilizing 
against pollution; Are risks real or socially 
constructed?  Dr. Baxter believes that little is 
known about how pollution is experienced and 
that risk is not constructed by our genetic make 
up but rather by social interaction in 
communities. He posed the question to the 
group: “How do we find communities that are 

suffering in silence or obscurity and what about 
the non-activists?” 
 
Kevin Brand – School of Management, 
University of Ottawa 
Kevin Brand’s background in risk assessment, 
and the exposure/response connection led him 
to question the basis of the evidence that we 
use.  He has found that we don’t reflect enough 
on the uncertainties and that there is an incentive 
for not being honest about uncertainties --  
regulatory agencies need to justify whether to act 
or not and need to be definitive meanwhile 
investigators are motivated by funding.  Dr. 
Brand specializes in uncertainty analysis and 
mediates between qualitative and quantitative 
research by bringing qualitative evidence into 
decision-making. When highlighting 
uncertainties, he feels we can make decisions 
more easily when we can see what is underlying 
decision-making.   
 
Donald Cole – Department of Public Health 
Sciences, University of Toronto 
Donald Cole expressed that the context of the 
workshop caused him to pause and reflect on his 
past and current work with respect to the 
analysis of environmental equity and felt that 
although his work was laden with equity issues, 
corresponding examination of inequity was 
lacking. His work on fish consumption in 
vulnerable groups was defined by policy and 
pollution hotspots and although he surveyed 
people fishing along the shore, poor people who 
walked or took transit to local fishing holes and 
south Asian households, most of this research 
has been positivist and respect for fishers was 
not an underlying part of policy.   He has also 
worked with small farm households in Latin 
America where poor communities often rely on 
the intensive use of cheaper and often more 
toxic inputs in commercial agricultural 
production.  Dr. Cole is also examining urban 
agriculture as a livelihoods strategy to promote 
food security however he feels the equity 
analysis is missing and poor people “still get the 
worst land, the worst lot, etc.” Lastly, his current 
work on heat wave impacts on vulnerable 
populations is lacking resources to do outreach 
which, he expressed, is a possible reflection of 
structural inequities. 
 
Open Discussion 
Open discussion amongst the participants 
revolved around the need for changes in 
mandatory guidelines for public health that 
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would ideally include additional resources.  
The question was raised: does Canada have 
a role to play in the developing world in terms 
of informing them about the environmental 
tragedy of converting from natural products 
to processed products?  
 
Eric Crighton – Department of Geography, 
University of Ottawa 
Eric Crighton’s past research has focused on the 
psychosocial impacts of natural disasters which 
emerged from his work with Doctors without 
Borders. He used a health questionnaire to 
measure the impact of the Aral Sea disaster and 
found that women were more impacted and that 
social cohesion is an important determinant of 
psychosocial health.  He explained that because 
this was a relatively unique study in this type of 
context, these findings might be applicable here 
in Canada.  Dr. Crighton has also focused on 
spatial inequity of respiratory disease, 
specifically, pneumonia influenza hospitalization. 
He found that the urban/rural context, housing, 
gender, income and education were all important 
determinants of health status. Areas of int erest in 
his current and future research include creeping 
environmental disasters such as global warming. 
 
Ken Cruikshank – Department of History, 
McMaster University 
Ken Cruilkshank focuses on the social 
environmental history of the Hamilton harbour. 
Specifically, he is exploring the history of 
differential access: who chose what happened, 
how disputes were resolved, how certain 
communities lost access to environmental 
amenities, and at the same time became 
exposed to different environmental hazards such 
as sewage and chemicals. He is also looking at 
the role of planners, activists and scientists in the 
debate about what to do to restore the harbour 
and how theses issues are defined and 
perceived. Dr, Cruikshank is exploring key 
question such as: who defines the problem, how 
do you go about solving these problems, who 
decides, who wins and loses, how do you get 
people out of the way of environmental hazards? 
 
Theresa Garvin, Department of Earth and 
Atmospheric Sciences, University of Alberta 
Theresa Garvin is interested in how scientific 
evidence is differentially applied in different 
contexts as well as the community bases for 
resistance of industrial development, particularly 
oil and gas development. Her interest is shifting 
to urban issues for medium sized cities as the 

management of smart growth is coming to the 
fore in Alberta. Dr. Garvin’s key questions 
include:  who has a voice in the process of siting, 
how do we give voice to groups who do not have 
resources and how do we ensure they are at the 
table? Dr. Garvin is also engaged in an 
international interdisciplinary research project on 
the management of tropical forests and stressed 
the need to address issues of epistemology and 
ontology in order to communicate better and 
understand each other across disciplines. This 
process, she suggests, requires a focus on 
reflexivity about our assumptions.   
  
Open Discussion 
Participant discussion revolved around the 
need for communities to self identify settings 
as safe or unsafe, polluted or not polluted 
and to participate in defining local problems 
and concerns.  Although there was concern 
that going back to basics and working on 
understanding each other may slow 
processes down, it would ultimately help 
make better decisions. Lack of consistency 
of planners and players was also agreed to 
be a challenge.  
 
Stephanie Gower - R. Samuel McLaughlin 
Institute for Population Health Risk 
Assessment, University of Ottawa 
Stephanie Gower is focused on exposure 
assessment and air quality (PEARLS model) and 
is specifically examining which age-gender group 
is subject to the greatest internal ‘exposure’ by 
looking at internal physiological and behavioural 
factors to determine the range of exposure in 
different subgroups. She has found that the 
average internal dose of particulate matter is 
likely to be higher for infants and children and 
that a dialogue process involving stakeholders 
(including industry) is essential. She also 
recommends that this area of research include 
responsibility, accountability and regulation 
regarding air quality transboundary issues. 
 
Paul Hackett – Saskatchewan Population 
Health and Evaluation Research Unit 
(SPHERU, University of Saskatchewan 
Paul Hackett has examined the history of 
western First Nation’s health. He stressed the 
importance of community research as well as the 
use of specific histories as a tool for 
understanding current issues and processes.  He 
is interested in the history of TB in aboriginal 
populations and how it arose as an epidemic and 
has yet to be appropriately addressed.   Dr. 
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Hackett is also focused on the current epidemic 
of type II diabetes in Saskatchewan. He 
identified several key issues to be considered for 
future research  including the high degree of 
variability in health status between aboriginal and 
other communities, the need to incorporate 
historical analysis into current research and 
lastly, a need for more work on water quality 
issues.   
 
Michael Hayes – Department of Geography, 
Simon Fraser University 
Michael Hayes is trying to develop 
interdisciplinary teams in health not just to 
improve understanding, but for the purpose of 
making change.  He stressed that the social 
gradient is real and demands a life course 
perspective that acknowledges more than 
biology but also deeply rooted social processes. 
Dr. Hayes’ general focus is on public and 
population health including addictions, infectious 
disease and environmental health.  His research 
is concerned with exposure to airborne pollutants 
in occupational settings, health impacts of landfill 
sites for chemical waste and theory, 
communication and risk discourse.  Dr. Hayes 
argued that barriers to action have to do with 
researchers’ decisions over whether to be right 
or to be effective and that while policy makers 
may be accused of having ‘attention deficit 
disorder’, health researchers are equally 
vulnerable to ‘obsessive compulsive disorder’. 
He posed the question to the group: “Do we want 
to be right or do we want to be effective?” He 
suggests that researchers need reframe their 
approach so that pursuits of academics meet 
pursuits of the world which include: building 
research capacity; focusing on urban structure 
and its implications for health inequity; trying to 
make associations visible to policy makers; and 
improving media discourses on health.  Dr Hayes 
stressed that we need to get better at telling 
stories  and framing issues in order to influence 
public discourse and change the current lack of 
media coverage of social determinants and 
social gradients of health.   
 
Open Discussion 
Michael Hayes was asked about his findings 
from his interviews with journalists. He found 
that the majority of journalists focused on 
lifestyle issues but that a small group 
recognized the broader determinants of 
health. He explained, that overall, journalists 
felt that the most important health issue was 
the health care system. It was suggested that 

journalists might not write about the broader 
determinants because people don’t want to 
hear about it and that policymakers are not 
swimming upstream because they are 
responding to politicians.  It was also 
suggested that it is equally plausible that 
people are not tuned into the issues because 
the stories aren’t being covered and that the 
chicken/egg debate remains in question.  
Finally, it was proposed that in order to 
influence the shaping of agendas, 
researchers and practitioners must use the 
evidence we have, but not be held back by 
evidence we don’t have.  
 
Sherrill Johnson – Population Health Unit, 
Capital Health, Alberta 
Sherrill Johnson’s work represents a cross over 
between academic and government institutions. 
She explained how Capital Health is one of the 
largest regional health authorities (RHA) in 
Canada, covering Edmonton and the 
surrounding area. Its goals include reducing 
chronic disease and injury rates in the Capital 
Health region, focusing more on social and 
physical environments over individual and 
lifestyle factors, and fostering lifestyle changes 
through environment to impact health. Their 
three main strategies are: building evidence and 
knowledge; framing and communicating; and, 
advocating from a public health perspective.  
These strategies are applied through a 
multisectoral, multi-stakeholder process.  
 
Ling Liu – Healthy Environments and 
Consumer Safety, Health Canada 
Ling Liu leads Air Health Effects Research for 
Health Canada, which includes research, risk 
assessment and management.  She conducts 
evaluations of emissions, climate change, air 
pollution interactions and impacts on health.  Dr. 
Liu is currently looking at air health indicator 
development and research projects to support 
regulatory activities.  Dr. Liu’s key research 
questions  are:  Does air pollution from various 
sources has different toxicity/adverse health 
effects on populations; and, how effective are air 
quality regulations in reducing adverse health 
effects?  With regard to equity, Dr. Liu is 
exploring how gender, education, and income 
change susceptibility to air pollution and has so 
far found that people living in communities with 
lower SES and education may have increased 
vulnerability to air pollution and hospitalizations.  
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Open Discussion 
Sherrill Johnson was asked about the scale 
of environmental change taken by Capital 
Health.  Capital health put significant 
strategic planning into an anti-smoking by-
law campaign using communications people 
to develop key and targeted messages.  
Messaging was suggested as a critical 
element of Capital Health’s approach, for 
example, the issue of hockey injuries to 
youth had to be carefully framed to reach the 
unique culture of the target population.  
 
Jeff Masuda – MIEH / HCTP, McMaster School 
of Geography and Earth Sciences, McMaster 
University 
Jeff Masuda is interested in interlocal 
comparisons to understand the role of 
community capacity and participation in decision-
making processes in response to industrial 
development. Dr. Masuda’s main project at the 
moment is the meta-analysis covered in the 
background paper for this workshop.  He 
explained that he is adopting the title 
“environmental health promoter’ which he felt is 
not, as yet, a predominant term and brings to the 
fore the question of how to operationalize the 
environmental determinants of health. Dr. 
Masuda is focused on moving from mitigation to 
prevention, that is, enabling communities by 
incorporating more community-based action 
research into his work. 
 
Steven McColl – Dept of Health Studies and 
Gerontology, University of Waterloo 
Steven McColl’s work centers on environmental 
health risk assessment (EHRA) with the goal of 
improving the use of results for policy and 
increasing transparency to end-users. Dr. McColl 
introduced the Health Effects Indicator 
Development Index (HEIDI) as a tool developed 
to improve air quality by using the data related to 
the NPRI to approximate health effects of 
exposure. He explained how stakeholders were 
involved in its development including: industry, 
NGO sectors and members of public health 
sector.  Dr. McColl asserted that knowledge 
should not be generated in isolation and that 
stakeholders need to be involved at all stages in 
order to improve the chances that  findings are 
incorporated into policy development.  He 
stressed that EHRA needs to integrate space 
and time and that while the HEIDI model may not 
be innovative or upstream, it provides important 
information about who is most heavily exposed. 
In terms of equity analysis, Dr. McColl suggested 

that risk assessment needs to have spatial and 
time orientations and that ignoring these issues 
ignores equity issues. 
 
Tara McGee – Department of Earth and 
Atmospheric Sciences, University of Alberta 
Tara McGee is concerned with reducing the 
impacts of hazards on residents with a focus on 
vulnerable groups.  Her research includes the 
impact of and response to lead contamination in 
mining communities as well as wildfire research 
focused on risk perception, mitigation, and 
factors that influence decision-making. Dr. 
McGee has explored the views of wildfire 
management measures in National Park 
communities; the adoption and success levels of 
municipal response to wildfires; neighbourhood 
level response to protecting against wildfire 
disasters; and, Indigenous peoples response to 
wildfire. 
 
Joy Parr – London Health Sciences Centre, 
University of Western Ontario 
Joy Parr is a social scientist working on the 
Walkerton long-term health study and has 
explored exposure to community and workplace 
contaminants. She has also studied dam sites in 
Ontario and British Colombia and their influence 
on psychosocial dimensions of health resulting 
from individual and community displacement, 
resettlement and alterations of landscape. Dr. 
Parr is also interested in ‘bodily performances’ – 
“what knowledge do people store in their bodies 
in terms of how to live in a place?”  She  
supports interdisciplinary work and is trained as 
a historical econographer and economist.  Dr. 
Parr feels that more work is needed on the form 
and quality of local aquifers; the legacy of 
chemicals; the exposures of civilian workers on 
military bases and non-metropolitan areas. 
  
Open Discussion 
Discussion revolved around the use of HEIDI 
modeling and the concept of a Right to Know 
by-law to find out about industry emissions. 
It was pointed out that one of the main 
problems with raw volume data on emissions 
is that it can’t provide information on 
combined emissions, sites and effects of 
wind. It was suggested that regional air-
sheds should be established to reflect a city, 
such as Toronto.  It was also suggested that 
such a model should be accessible by 
communities and very user friendly, so that 
community representatives could use the 



 20

model to make future predictions, such as: 
“what if we cut emissions by 50%?”  
 
Participants also raised questions about the 
notion of unintended consequences of 
mitigation, specifically with regard to forest 
fires.  For example, years of fire mitigation in 
California built up a ‘tinder box’.   Tara McGee 
acknowledged that it is indeed difficult to 
predict the overall outcome of fire prevention 
efforts that are well-intended, but not always 
protective in the long run because they may 
lead to larger fires.  A better policy may be to 
let some fires burn if they are low risk but the 
legacy to date is to put all fires out.  
 
The group also wanted to hear more about 
the concept of ‘body and place’.  Dr. Parr 
called it embodied knowledge. She explained 
that the confidence that comes from bodies 
working well in a given environment is taken 
away with major and drastic changes As a 
result, patterns are disrupted, depression is 
often triggered and embodied knowledge 
suddenly becomes irrelevant in a new place. 
 
Blake Poland – Department of Public Health 
Sciences, University of Toronto 
Blake Poland’s work centres on community 
development as an arena for health 
professionals and feels that, as health 
professionals, we need to think about our 
relationship to organizations and community 
groups. Another key area of his work is 
complexity science and power relations 
involving: place and social care; a settings 
approach in health promotion; technologically 
mediated health relations; and, the social context 
of collective lifestyle practices.  Dr Poland is also 
interested in health professionals’ contribution to 
health inequity. Other key questions raised 
through his works are:  how can we move 
upstream to look at institutions and policies that 
create problems in the first place; how can we 
move from discourse to effective practice; what 
is the contribution of arts-informed approaches to 
knowledge translation; and what are the social 
tipping points and catalysts for social awareness 
and change? He expressed that strategic training 
grants provide a good opportunity for developing 
a pan-Canadian training program. 
 
Ana Skinner – Laidlaw Foundation 
Ana Skinner is the environmental health 
coordinator at the Laidlaw Foundations where 
she works to provide grants to partnering groups 

and individuals.  She explained that the Laidlaw 
Foundation is dedicated to building respect in 
society for youth and supporting young people to 
become engaged in health issues as well as 
creating openings in society for youth leadership. 
They are also focused on toxins and 
contaminants and rely on children’s health as an 
indicator of environmental health.  Ana posed a 
key question to the group that she grapples with: 
“How do we get young people interested and 
involved in community health issues and to write 
their own grant proposals?”  Ana suggested that 
we need capacity building to support 
organizational integration of youth and to help 
young people apply for grants.  She argued that 
the notion of ‘giving voice’ to youth  is 
contradictory and that what is really needed is 
the creation of space for young people to speak 
for themselves. 
 
Loren Vanderlinden, Toronto Public Health, 
Canadian Partnership for Children’s Health 
and the Environment (CPCHE) 
Loren Vanderlinden is a research consultant at 
Toronto Public Health, a CPCHE partner.  
CPCHE grew out of TPH though a coming 
together of individuals who were passionate 
about the issue at a time when there was as a 
lack of attention to children’s environmental 
health. The focus has been mainly on respiratory 
illness and the spectrum of neuro-developmental 
defects.  CPCHE is involved in secondary 
research, policy research and the integration of 
primary research into policy. They are also 
engaged in education and provide scientifically-
based information to service providers.  Dr. 
Vanderlinden feels that incorporation of equity 
concerns in CPCHE’s work is still a challenge 
and more effort is needed particularly in the area 
of policy development.   
 
Sarah Wakefield – Department of Geography, 
University of Toronto 
Sarah Wakefield’s background is in air pollution, 
mobilization, environmental management, 
positive environmental  amenities and  food 
security. She is interested in the connection 
between activists and policy and how different 
groups experience and are impacted by access 
and equity in local governance. Her past 
research includes a community gardening project 
that explored community engagement and 
community based research.  Dr. Wakefield is 
interested in the vision and values of sustainable 
communities, what they would look like and how 
we can build towards that.  She remains 
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committed to community based research and the 
exploration of how to engage communities, how 
to link research to practice and what are the 
barriers to participation such as racism, classism 
and capitalism.  She stated that “if we aren’t 
addressing these issues in our research then we 
are missing the boat.” 
 
Swarna Weerasinghe – Department of 
Community Health and Epidemiology, 
Dalhousie University 
Swarna Weerasinghe’s research involves 
environmental modeling and empowerment of 
disabled people. She is also particularly 
interested in physical environments and the 
factors affecting seasonal peaks in asthma. She 
has  ruled out pollen and air pollution as 
associated with the peaks in asthma but asserts 
that dust mites may be related. In terms of equity 
research, Dr. Weerasinge has worked with 
immigrant populations, specifically the social and 

physical landscape of black communities.  She 
expressed a need for capacity building in order 
to reach immigrant women and other hard to 
reach groups. 
  
Open discussion  
During the discussion key issues were raised 
regarding future topics of research in relation 
to environmental equity including: the role of 
the IMF and its encouragement to cut social 
services; gender differences when exploring 
health inequity in children including an 
increased focus on fathers; the impact of 
smoking restrictions on the livelihood of 
tobacco farmers; the impact of policy shifts 
where there may be winners but also losers 
resulting in compounded inequity; and 
increased capacity and improved 
intersectoral collaboration and 
communication.   
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Appendix E: Roundtable I Results 
 

 
Knowledge Production  

Gaps in 
knowledge in 
relation to 
Environmental 
Equity 
 

?? Key considerations when discussing gap analysis: who does it serve, how are 
gaps prioritized; what are our assumptions or expectations about how gaps 
will be addressed and how do power relations manifest in this process, as well 
as throughout processes of knowledge production?   

?? Methodological gaps/needs:  broaden out from local case studies to 
population level analysis; incorporate multi-site analysis/comparison; 
incorporate historical contexts, legacy issue and transgenerational perspective 
into present and future analysis; develop more longitudinal and other 
prospective studies; improve measurement tools including modeling, 
surveillance and evaluation of both unintended  and  intended consequences.  

?? Theoretical gaps/needs: improved understanding of what environmental 
inequality means in terms of theories of power, issues related to race, post-
colonialism, gender, class, the social determinants and social gradients of 
health, concepts of vulnerability, compounding vulnerabilities and the 
underlying political, economic and structural factors. 

Institutional, 
political & 
resource 
challenges to 
advancing 
knowledge of 
environmental 
equity  
 
 

?? Institutional challenges: ontological & epistemological assumptions challenge 
research of environmental equity due to their effect in limiting communication in 
the field and therefore common definitions, language and taxonomy to support 
the conceptualization of “environment”, “health”, “equity”, is needed. 

?? Political and resource challenges:  power relations in collaborative, 
participatory and intersectoral research including vested interests, financial 
resources, varying levels of participation, language, ‘expertise’ and voice of 
partners (researchers, community members, policy makers and industry) within 
research projects may vary and result in controversy and conflict.   

?? Other challenges: issues of scale and whether approaches and solutions for 
specific communities have national or international relevance; lack of access 
by researchers to communities and by communities to researchers; issues of 
legitimacy and values (what research is valued and  by whom) as well as 
accountability (to whom and how) also pose challenges to collaborative-style 
research. 

Range of  
expertise 
missing for 
research of 
environmental 
equity  
 

?? Gaps/needs in expertise: improved mixed methods; the involvement of other 
disciplinary backgrounds such as economists; improved expertise on how to 
engage with community stakeholders; development of macro analysis; and, 
improved examination of gender and aboriginal issues 

Potential 
opportunities 
for improving 
research o f 
environmental 
inequity? 

?? Funding opportunities: IGH, CIHR, PHAC training and Laidlaw projects.  
?? Other opportunities: current public and political attention to climate change, 

endocrine disruption, body burden testing; potential for engaging the 
knowledge base and energy of youth; and, expertise gained from more 
transdisciplinary research. 

Priorities for 
improving 
knowledge 
production of 
environmental 
equity 

?? Priorities for approach to knowledge production of environmental equity: 1) 
explore environmental issues in relationship to health and social contexts; 2) 
conduct research at a variety of scales; and 3) focus on multi-site research.  

?? Priorities for research topics: 1) the social impacts of climate change; and 2) 
understanding procedural inequity  
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Knowledge Exchange* 
Gaps in 
knowledge 
translation in 
relation to 
Environmental 
Equity 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
?? Main gap identified for knowledge exchange: environmental justice and inequity 

is poorly defined in Canada.  The United States has a different context and 
therefore using the term environmental justice may join us with an existing 
literature that carries with it the legacy of slavery (in the US context), and it may 
be a misspecification of the situation in Canada .  The intention is not to co-opt 
the US framework, but keep it in dialogue as we define/explore the Canadian 
context.  Therefore one of the main gaps is the lack of a functioning definition of 
environmental equity in Canada.  

?? Associated needs related to this gap: ongoing discussion about environmental 
inequities including a focus on place and context; and, a definition of 
environmental equity in order to improve policy analysis.   

 
*The term knowledge translation was considered to be one-sided and the term 
knowledge exchange was proposed a better term. 

Institutional, 
political & 
resource 
challenges to 
knowledge 
exchange of 
environmental 
equity 
 
 
 

?? Lack of political will:  systemic issues of capitalism, vested interests, short 
political terms, power structures, fragmentation of government policy system 
(e.g. federal, provincial, regional, municipal) 

?? Lack of framework/methods to incorporate environmental equity into policy 

?? Fragmentation of research: recognition of vulnerable populations is starting to 
show up in policy literature, but environmental inequities are still largely absent. 
Environmental equity research is also difficult to identify since many different 
terms are being used.  Environmental equity research typically consists of 
deeply contextual, non-comparable, disparate data, and is therefore difficult to 
synthesize it into a definition.  

?? Gaps in research: including the identification of vulnerable groups, exposure 
variables, types and forms of exposure, upstream forces and effects of other 
determinants of health such as nutritional status, education and economic 
resources.  

?? Poor communication between researchers and policy makers: better 
frameworks are needed for the exchange of information particularly surrounding 
the navigation and management of uncertainties. Many policies get bogged 
down because of uncertainties in the science therefore more strategic 
processes to support knowledge exchange is needed in order to give policy-
makers the information they need to move forward.  This includes listening to 
policy-makers about their policy visions and the information they need. 

Range of  
expertise 
missing in 
order to 
advance 
knowledge 
exchange of 
environmental 
equity 

?? Expertise of the Media: to frame and communicate issues of environmental 
inequity is needed in order to reach the public and influence politicians 

?? Expertise of NGOs, community activists, community leaders, provincial 
ministries of health and Environment Canada. 

?? Interdisciplinary expertise: including political scientists (to help unravel the 
relations of power and structure) as well as experts on adaptive management (to 
provide insight into how to build more flexible institutions and policies that can 
react to new information). 
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Potential 
opportunities 
for improving 
knowledge 
exchange of 
environmental 
inequity? 

?? The high degree of focus and concern over the environment in Canadian 
consciousness.  

 
Priorities for 
improving 
knowledge 
exchange of 
environmental 
equity 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
?? Clarify the function of this workshop (If we become a network, how do we 

work/interact with others? What are the others? What do they do?) 

?? Create processes to facilitate interactions between researchers, policymakers, 
community and practitioner needs (moving research into the real world)  

?? Expand the expertise base of people involved in the discussion 

?? Define what does environmental equities/inequities mean in Canada (what does 
a research framework look like and how do we differentiate environmental 
equities from health equities? ) 

?? Identify working practices that encourage engagement, interaction, and 
openness (among communities, practitioners, policymakers and researchers). 

 
  

 
 

Capacity Building  
Gaps in 
capacity to 
support 
environmental 
equity  

 

?? Training gaps: institutional variation and acceptance of applications 
?? Limited access and time: lengthy process for academics and policy makers  
?? Communication gaps: lack of communication tools and processes that will work 

across groups so that everyone’s opinions are both heard and valued 

Institutional, 
political & 
resource 
challenges to 
capacity 
building of 
environmental 
equity 

?? Capacity and Partnerships: research and action are equally important therefore 
it is difficult to separate the two, however, there is a need to recognize there are 
equity problems across the research/action continuum. 
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Range of 
expertise 
missing in order 
to build capacity 
to address 
environmental 
equity 

?? Accessing Capacity: capacity already exists and the challenge is how to access 
it 

?? Improved relationships between rigorous research and community action is 
needed but it is important to keep the two distinct without creating polarization. 

Priorities for 
building 
capacity to 
address 
environmental 
equity 
 

?? Develop models for understanding environmental equity 
?? Develop a network and partnerships to develop interdisciplinary training 

programs 
?? Develop opportunities for cross-sectoral communication beginning with 

practitioners and researchers to identify problems, then engage the community 
to create self-sustaining capacity 

?? Develop a position paper on environmental equity 
 
 
 


