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Champions for Children’s 

Environmental Health

Train-the-Trainer Workshop – Day 2

Winnipeg, February 2010

Myriam Beaulne, 
Environmental Health Consultant

Today’s Agenda

 The Precautionary Principle

 First Steps in Lifelong Health –

CPCHE’s Policy Strategy

 You Take the Stage…

 Brainstorming Session
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The Precautionary Principle

When an activity raises threats of harm to 

human health or the environment, 

precautionary measures should be taken even if 

some cause and effect relationships are not fully 

established scientifically. 

-The Wingspread Statement

Primer 94-95

The Precautionary Principle is a proactive, 
health-oriented, and scientifically-based approach.

www.healthy

environment

forkids.ca



2

Four Central Components

1. Take preventive action in the face of 

uncertainty.

2. Shift the burden of proof to the proponents of an 

activity.

3. Explore a wide range of alternatives to possibly 

harmful actions (including no action).

4. Increase public participation in decision-making.
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Similarities with Health Promotion

The Precautionary Principle and 

Health Promotion have much in 

common, both:

 Are holistic

 Focus on prevention of harm

 Include participatory decision-

making

Strategies Manual p.23-25
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Typical Risk Assessment

1. Requires evidence of harm for each hazard 

before taking action;

2. Places the burden on the public (or government 

agencies) to show harm;

3. Does not consider potential health and 

environmental impacts when designing new 

materials and technologies; and

4. Discourages public participation in decision-

making

30 year history, well-embedded in the system.
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Risk Assessment & Management

 Not any more or any less scientific than the 

Precautionary Principle

 Dependent on the quality of the available data 

and the value-laden assumptions

 May incorporate arbitrary ―safety‖ factors to arrive 

at an ―acceptable risk‖

For example a 10X for extrapolation from animal to 
human, 10X for variation in sensitivity within the human 
population, and another factor to account for childrenôs 
vulnerability é
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Uncertainty is a Threat

When we don’t know the potential impacts of an 

activity, we put ourselves at risk of finding out the 

hard way.

By reversing the onus of the burden of proof –

requiring some guarantee of safety from the 

proponents instead of the impacted public needing 

to show proof of harm – the Precautionary Principle 

aims to reduce the impact of uncertainty.
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Consider the Means to the End

The proponents of an action often consider the 

objective without the risks involved.

For example, PVC products:
They are convenient, inexpensive and versatile. However, 
they also involve the use of toxic chemicals in the 
production, are the least recycled of all plastics, and can 
release toxic chemicals during use and when burned.

The Precautionary Principle suggests that the 

health and environmental impacts be considered 

throughout the life cycle.
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Explore Alternatives

The Precautionary Principles requires that a wide 

range of alternatives be explored to meet the 

objective (end) and includes a ―No Action‖ option.

For example: A new road is proposed – but the 

objective is reduction of traffic congestion. Under 

the Precautionary Principle, some alternatives 

would be proposed:

 Alternate routes

 Widening current roads

 Increasing public transit
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Public Participation

The Precautionary Principle invites public 

participation throughout the process – not only 

when a decision is about to be made.

This helps define the objective, broaden the range 

of alternatives to be examined, and determine the 

potential impacts to be evaluated.

It also brings into the open the value judgments 

involved in the decision-making process and 

address the uneven distribution of risks and 

benefits that result from the decision.
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But What About Costs?

 The statement of the Precautionary Principle 

does not include ñif economically-feasibleò.

 Cost-benefit analysis make assumptions, may not 

incorporate all costs and may not take in 

consideration that the people benefiting are not 

the same as those who are negatively impacted.

 Of course, economic issues play a role and need 

to be considered. 
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The Precautionary Approach

 is based on science

 is an open and transparent 

approach

 prevents harm before it 

happens

 encourages innovation

 involves the people affected 
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Examples to Discuss

 A company proposes to build a new 

factory to make a potentially useful 

product

 A water provider proposes to use an 

alternative to chlorine to disinfect 

water for a community

 A company proposes to use a 

known toxic chemical for a product
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CPCHE At a Glance

Who is CPCHE?

…an affiliation of eleven organizations 

working together since 2001 to 

protect children from environmental 

contaminants.
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Who is CPCHE?
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 Canadian Association of Physicians for the 

Environment

 Canadian Child Care Federation

 Canadian Environmental Law Association

 Canadian Paediatric Society  

 Environmental Health Clinic

 Environmental Health Institute of Canada

 Learning Disabilities Association of Canada 

 Ontario College of Family Physicians

 Ontario Public Health Association

 Pollution Probe

 South Riverdale Community Health Centre

 Toronto Public Health

What We Believe:

 Children are more highly exposed and 
more vulnerable to toxic chemicals than 
adults.

 Children are growing up in an 

environment that is contaminated. 

 Some pollutants harm children’s health 
and experts suspect many more pose a 
serious concern.
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 Children have the right to a healthy environment.

This includes consumer products free of harmful 

contaminants, clean drinking water, clean air and safe 

food. (Adapted from Article 24(c) of the UN Convention 

on the Rights of the Child) 

 Our homes, child care facilities, schools and communities 

need to be free of potentially harmful contaminants.

 It is our responsibility to work together to create a healthy 

environment for children. We must take precautionary 

action and make decisions now that will protect 

children's health in the future.

What We Believe:
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We Aspire Toé

 Move children’s environmental health 

issues into the minds of decision-

makers both on the front lines and at 

the policy level; 

 Promote children’s environmental health amongst 

caregivers and the public; 

 Coordinate activities and create efficiencies 

amongst the partners; 

 Bring the issues into the mainstream, raise public 

awareness, and educate ―change agents‖.
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Prioritizing the Issues

Criteria:

Numbers of children affected;

Severity of outcome;

e.g., life-long impacts; shortened 

life-span; irreversible; and fatal

Within each of the above focus on:

 Key contaminants of concern 

 Most significant exposure 

pathways

 Preventable outcomes
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Applying Criteria to Exposures of Concern

Health Concerns:

 Respiratory impacts

 Neurodevelopmental 

impacts

 Impacts on reproduction 

and development 

 Cancer

Exposures of Concern
(Select List):

 Air (outdoor and indoor):
―Criteria‖ air pollutants (SO2, NO2, 
CO, Ozone, PM01 PM2.5, PM10); 
VOCs, PAHs, solvents, etc.

 Food: metals; pesticides POPs 
(incl. PBDEs), phthalates, BPA, 
etc.

 Consumer Products (incl. 
containers and  packaging):
metals; PBDEs, perfluorinates, 
pesticides, phthalates, BPA, 
VOCs, solvents, etc.

 Dust: PBDEs, metals, POPs, 
pesticides
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What We Doé Collaborate

 Clear commitment to 

meaningful collaboration

 Unique collaboration 

model

 Build on our respective 

core competencies

 Built on trust and integrity
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What We Doé Research

 Undertake policy and secondary 

research in order to prioritize the 

issues. e.g., Substances of Concern 

project; e.g. Father’s Day report

 Support further primary research to 

better understand the relationship 

between environment and the health of 

children. e.g., Biomonitoring and 

epidemiological research
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What We Doé Education

 Providing scientifically-based  

information to raise awareness

 Training service providers such as 

health and medical professionals, 

child care professionals and others that 

deal with the public

 Health promotion is a core area of 

activity
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What We Doé Policy

 United children’s environmental 

health policy strategy

 Comments on parliamentary 

review of the Canadian 

Environmental Protection Act

 2007 National Policy Consultation

 First Steps in Lifelong Health: A Vision & Strategy for 

Childrenôs Health and Environment in Canada
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CPCHE Resources

Coming soon ! 

 Report on early environmental exposures and chronic

diseases

 New fact sheets

2/1/2010 27

CPCHE Resources
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Childrenõs Health in Canada Today: 

The òNew Pediatric Morbidityó

 Learning and behavioral disorders affect more than 

one in four children.

• Asthma affects 12 % of children;  levels quadrupled in 

just two decades. 

• Neurobehavioural and neurodevelopmental disorders 

affect more than a quarter of kids age 6 to 11.

• Birth defects of the male reproductive system appear to 

be on the rise. 

• Cancer of the thyroid, another endocrine site, is the 

fastest growing cancer among young adults in Canada. 
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CPCHEõs Cross-Canada Consultation

In 2007, in a CPCHE project 

led by Pollution Probe, a year-

long national dialogue was 

convened on the elements of a 

national approach to better 

understanding and addressing 

environmental threats to child 

health and development.

The National Policy 

Consultation workshops were 

held in six cities across 

Canada. www.healthy

environment
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The Vision

CPCHE envisions an equitable society in which…

 All children breathe clean air, both indoors and out, and 

consume safe food and drinking water;

 Precautionary policies and programs are in place…, in 

recognition of the fact that exposures during the earliest stages 

of life are powerful determinants of health in later years;

 Children are protected from the risks posed by 

environmental contaminants including toxic substances 

associated with the production, use and disposal of consumer 

products; and

 The body burdens of environmental contaminants in each 

subsequent generation of children born in Canada 

are progressively reduced. www.healthy

environment

forkids.ca
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#1 - Research

• Canada should make a 

significant investment in 

longitudinal cohort research to 

improve our understanding of 

how environmental exposures 

to toxic chemicals and 

pollutants affect child health and 

development.

• Foster innovation in chemical 

risk assessment

• Support green chemistry
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#2 - Law & Policy

• Require tests that evaluate the 

potential for chemicals to affect 

the developing fetus and child 

• Modernize laws to address the 

complexity of real-life exposures

• Apply precaution in the face of 

scientific uncertainty

• Address the risks posed by 

toxics in consumer products
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Regulation Works

Sweden banned PBDEs in the 

late 1990s and successfully 

reversed a rising trend in levels 

of these persistent toxic 

chemicals in breast milk.
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Canada Needs to Move Forward

By contrast, levels of PBDEs in 

fetal liver and placental samples 

are rising in Canada.

PBDE levels in the breast milk of 

women in Canada are among 

the highest in the world.
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#3 - On-the-ground

protection

• Provide public health workers, 

doctors, day care providers, 

parents and others with the 

knowledge and tools to identify 

and prevent children’s 

environmental exposures to 

harmful chemicals and pollutants

• Equip tomorrow’s leaders 
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Steps Forward

ñPeople are often heard to say they 

are concerned about the kind of 

world we will leave to our 

grandchildren, but equally critical is 

the kind of grandchildren we shall 

leave to the earth. The values and 

attitudes imparted to the children 

and youth of today are crucial in 

building the political will for 

sustainable societies in the next 

century.ò 

— John Hoyt
Politics for a Humane, Sustainable, Future www.healthy

environment
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Thank you
for your time and interest!
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CPCHE grants permission to reprint properly 

credited excerpts from its resources for 

educational purposes only. Please include 

CPCHEôs web site address in the citation. 

CPCHE does not grant permission for use 

of its resources for commercial purposes.
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SHOW & TELL


