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FAMILIES AND ENVIRONMENT: 
UNDERSTANDING, CULTIVATING AND CELEBRATING THEIR LINKS 

by Barbara Vogt

This article is a first step in exploring the relationship 

between families and the environment. Although 

families are in constant interaction with the environment 

in the course of their daily activities, this relationship is 

rarely discussed 

HIGHLIGHTS 

Environmental impacts on families: 
contaminants and human health 

• It is estimated that each year, close to 6000 Canadians 
are victims of acute intoxication due to pesticides. By 
analysing data that links air pollution and mortality 
in eight major Canadian cities, Health Canada 
concluded that in these cities, approximately 
5900 deaths per year are caused by air pollution. 

• The place, role, and occupation of individuals within 
the family unit have a direct impact on their exposure 
to contaminants. A mother who stays mainly at home 
is at a greater risk of exposure to toxic substances 
transmitted through interior air and cleaning 
products. In addition, because of more frequent 
contact, women are at greater risk of exposure to 
contaminants through cosmetics, personal care 
products, and cleaning products. 

• From the earliest stages of development in the womb 
to the end of their growing years, it is children who 
are the most vulnerable to environmental pollution. 
Several factors account for this greater vulnerability 
to toxic substances. Exposure to lead, mercury, and 
PCBs during pregnancy is known to affect the 
developing brain. It is also suspected that exposure to 
low levels of several neurotoxicants contribute to 
learning disabilities, autism, and hyperactivity with 
attention deficit (see also Toxic Trespass).  

•  The phenomenon of substances that act as endocrine 
disruptors is complex and extremely disturbing 
because these substances are numerous and come 
from a variety of sources: PCBs, dioxins and furans, 
organochloric pesticides (from the DDT complex), 

fungicides, pthalates, bisphenol-A (often used in the 
manufacture of polymers, dental sealants, colouring 
agents, fire-retardant agents, and rigid plastic food 
and water containers), etc.These effects are 
commonly linked to fertility problems as 
spontaneous abortions and neo-natal mortality, male 
congenital malformations, lower sperm counts and 
quality of sperm cells, testicular cancer, early 
puberty, shorter lactation periods for breastfeeding 
mothers.  

• In every study of environmental health, low-income, 
minority, and aboriginal families are singled out for 
being at higher risk. These are the families more 
likely to reside in older buildings contaminated by 
lead, asbestos, pesticides, or situated near highways 
or factories which are more heavily polluted areas. 
Poor nutrition also increases vulnerability to 
contaminants. Inuit mothers have higher levels of 
breast milk contamination than women in other 
regions. 

• It is estimated that approximately four million people 
in Canada suffer from environmental 
hypersensitivity, also called Multiple Chemical 
Sensitivity, which renders them sensitive to 
commonly-found substances of everyday life  
sensitivity reactions can be triggered by scented 
products, cleaning products, laundry detergents, 
paints, petrochemicals, cigarette smoke, pesticides, 
pets, plants, fuels, electromagnetic radiation, moulds 
and foods. Productive people may suddenly or 
gradually become unable to tolerate offices, homes, 
schools, hospitals and public places (see also What 
about at home?). 

The impact of families on the environment: 
Environmental impacts of lifestyles related 
to essential family needs: food, housing, 
and transportation.  

• Today’s Canadian families acquire their food 
supplies mainly through a system of mass 
distribution (supermarkets) controlled by a few large 
corporations (Canadian or not) who import a share of 
their products from around the world. The negative 
effects of the industrialization are: dependence on 

http://www.vifamily.ca/library/environment.html
http://www.vifamily.ca/library/cft/vogt/whataboutathome.pdf
http://www.vifamily.ca/library/cft/vogt/whataboutathome.pdf
http://www.vifamily.ca/library/cft/vogt/toxictrespass.pdf
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chemical means to manage crops; huge increase in 
long distance transportation of goods and 
merchandise, principally via road and air; 
individuals’ and society’s loss of control over a part 
of the food supply, which the multinationals and 
industry “giants” now dominate to a great extent; 
direct effect on biodiversity and human rights 

• impact of housing on the environment: construction 
and renovation. the increased consumption of raw 
building materials is directly linked to over-exploited 
forests which are hugely problematic in Canada. We 
must take into account the use of polluting and toxic 
components found in certain varnishes, glues, 
floating floors, and pressed wood products, as well 
as the waste generated by renovation and 
construction. Waste from residential construction 
sites represents approximately 12% of all annual 
waste, even though a significant portion of this 
material is re-usable. Space consumption related to 
urban sprawl and the construction of new 
developments consisting of single-family dwellings is 
also a serious issue. The energy consumption of 
dwellings accounts for 20% of total energy 
consumption in Canada, including widespread and 
preventable energy waste due to faulty building 
insulation, low-efficiency appliances and poor 
consumer habits 

• Urban planning over the last thirty years has clearly 
fostered the use of motor vehicles. In 2006, 83% of 
Canadian families owned or rented at least one 
vehicle, at a great cost to consumers and to society. 
Cars and light trucks are responsible for 50% of GGEs 
(2001data), which continue to climb in Canada. In the 
context of rising social and healthcare costs, it is 
important to remember that, while numerous studies 
demonstrate that public transit is much more energy-
efficient than the family car, families say that the lack 
of public transit infrastructures and services in the 
suburbs is the main reason why they must own one 
or more cars. 

• More waste is a consequence of economic growth: 
retail sales and waste production go hand in hand. In 
2004, Canadian homes generated 13.4 million tonnes 
of waste, or 418 kg per person; almost three quarters 
of this waste went directly to landfills while the 
remainder was recycled. 

• Theoretically, 85% of domestic waste can be recycled, 
re-used, or composted. The proportion of recycled 
waste in relation to total waste production is still only 
27%. Municipalities and families seem, however, to 
have made some progress: overall, Canadians’ access 

to recycling programs for glass, paper, plastic, and 
metal has increased between 1994 and 2006. Over the 
same period, Canadian families’ participation in 
these programs has also increased: currently, 97% of 
Canadians participate in a recycling program when 
they have access to it (see also If every Canadian 
Household…). 

•  Families do contribute, especially as consumers, to 
dire environmental problems. But it should also be 
remembered that families are largely dependent on 
situations that result from the policies and decisions 
of local, provincial, and national governments, and of 
industry and the global market. In this context, what 
are the choices and responsibilities that families can 
truly exercise? 

Concrete Actions: responsibility of the 
families, of the community, of public 
policies 

• How can environmental awareness arise in families, 
and how does this awareness translate into action? 
Are the moral values that lead to quality 
relationships in human society, similar in nature to 
the values that encourage sensitivity to the 
environment and a more sustainable society? 
Sensitivity to the environment has points in common 
with empathy, and contains elements of moral 
judgement compatible with a sense of responsibility.  

• Within the meaning of sustainable development, it is 
useful to remember the notion of inheritance: current 
generations have the moral duty to protect natural 
resources in the interest of future generations. “We 
do not posses the Earth, we borrow it from our 
children,” says the well-known Amerindian proverb. 
If there is a place in society where the notion of 
heritage, of inheritance, can acquire meaning and 
resonance, it is the family. 

• Families are faced with a huge new challenge: 
understanding environmental problems, and deciding 
what to do about them. 

• Canadian families are key consumers and economic 
players, and businesses do in fact adjust to their 
clients’ demands when these demands are clearly 
expressed. For example, between 1998 and 2003, the 
sale value of fair-trade coffee multiplied by 29 in 
Canada, which translates as almost 20 million 
Canadian dollars in 2003 alone. This was due in great 
part to consumer awareness-raising campaigns 
conducted by NGOs like OXFAM, Équiterre, and 
others. 

http://www.vifamily.ca/library/environment.html
http://www.vifamily.ca/library/cft/vogt/ifeverycdnhousehold.pdf
http://www.vifamily.ca/library/cft/vogt/ifeverycdnhousehold.pdf
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• Families cannot carry the full burden of correcting 
decades of total market economy development. They 
need the support of progressive public policies, not 
only to obtain more information, but also to obtain 
incentives to access alternative products and services. 
In this context, many other actors share the 
responsibility for environmental protection and 
sustainable development. 

• Government Policies. Ex. : Develop, manage, and 
enforce certification procedures that identify, on 
commercial labels, products that originate from 
sustainable practices (organic growing certification, 
FSC for wood products, or SeaChoice for fish 
products), or that are capable of excellent energy 
performance. This would greatly facilitate 
ecoresponsible purchases for families. 

• Local Policies. Ex.: Elaborating and defining a plan 
for urban development that is sustainable and 
inclusive by facilitating the participation, 
consultation, and awareness of local residents; 
Offering a well-developed public transit network that 
is accessible to everyone; Implementing urban zoning 
and urban renewal projects that counteract sprawl 
and help curtail the use of motor vehicles, and 
revitalizing people-oriented neighbourhoods that 
provide numerous local services. 

• NGOs, Professional Associations, and Labour 
Unions: Consumer associations that advocate 
responsible consumption, environmental protection, 
fairness and health, and certain labour unions and 
family associations are playing a key role in 
informing the public, in the research and 
development of solutions to environmental 
problems, and in the development of environmental 
policies. They are often good “rallying points” for 
families. 

The Role of Businesses: Some businesses and 
professional groups are making significant 
contributions to sustainable development by devising 
ecologically sound techniques and materials that 
promote recycling and energy efficiency. Others 
contribute to the implementation of environmental 
certification, such as the FSC standard for wood 
products certification, LEED for building 
certification, and others for organic agricultural 
standards. Large and medium businesses monitor 
their sustainable development programs through 
follow-up and results evaluation protocols. 

The Vanier Institute of the Family, established 
in 1965 under the patronage of Their 
Excellencies Governor-General Georges P. 
Vanier and Madame Pauline Vanier, is a 
national, charitable organization dedicated to 
promoting the well-being of Canadian families. 
It is governed by a volunteer board with 
regional representation from across Canada.

 

http://www.vifamily.ca/library/environment.html




What about at home?
Pollution of our immediate surroundings by a range of chemical sub-
stances is a real health risk for some individuals, and families are at the
forefront of these concerns. The many activities that make up family life
such as meals, housework, gardening, decoration and renovation, and
indoor and outdoor games bring family members in contact with differ-
ent types of contaminants and potentially toxic substances.


The Public Health Agency of Canada has listed a variety of contaminants
associated with family activities and households. The range of products
includes a number of volatile organic compounds (VOC) that are released
from pressed wood products, cigarette smoking, automobile materials,
furniture foam, carpet underlay, and electronic equipment.1 According
to a study requested by Greenpeace, bathroom tiles and carpets contain
a toxic substance, the phtalate DEHP, which the International Cancer Re-
search Agency and the American Environment Protection Agency
strongly believe to be carcinogenic.2 And what about pesticides found
in certain foods and gardening products?


Young children are most vulnerable to toxic substances because the na-
ture and level of their activity increases exposure to chemical threats pres-
ent in the environment. They are more likely, for example, to absorb
greater amounts of lead than adults because their metabolisms work up
to five times faster during a period when developing brain tissue is par-
ticularly vulnerable. Among the negative effects of lead absorption are
learning disabilities, hyperactivity, hearing problems and delayed intel-
lectual development.


Finally, remember that last summer, several companies recalled 1.5 mil-
lion toys whose paint had been discovered to contain potentially higher
than acceptable amounts of lead!


1 Public Health Agency of Canada, Natural and Built Environments
http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/dca-dea/publications/healthy_dev_partb_5_e.html;
Canadian Cancer Society, http://www.cancer.ca/ccs/internet/standard/0,,3172_14
38644643__langId-en,00.html
2 Greenpeace : Carrelage et autres produits en PCV – un danger pour nos enfants, commu-
niqué du 8 juin 2001, http://www.greenpeace.org/canada/fr/presse/communiques
/carrelage-et-autres-produits-e


Source: The Vanier Institute of the Family, Transition Magazine Spring 2008
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Environmental impacts on families: 
contaminants and human health 



• It is estimated that each year, close to 6000 Canadians 
are victims of acute intoxication due to pesticides. By 
analysing data that links air pollution and mortality 
in eight major Canadian cities, Health Canada 
concluded that in these cities, approximately 
5900 deaths per year are caused by air pollution. 



• The place, role, and occupation of individuals within 
the family unit have a direct impact on their exposure 
to contaminants. A mother who stays mainly at home 
is at a greater risk of exposure to toxic substances 
transmitted through interior air and cleaning 
products. In addition, because of more frequent 
contact, women are at greater risk of exposure to 
contaminants through cosmetics, personal care 
products, and cleaning products. 



• From the earliest stages of development in the womb 
to the end of their growing years, it is children who 
are the most vulnerable to environmental pollution. 
Several factors account for this greater vulnerability 
to toxic substances. Exposure to lead, mercury, and 
PCBs during pregnancy is known to affect the 
developing brain. It is also suspected that exposure to 
low levels of several neurotoxicants contribute to 
learning disabilities, autism, and hyperactivity with 
attention deficit (see also Toxic Trespass).  



•  The phenomenon of substances that act as endocrine 
disruptors is complex and extremely disturbing 
because these substances are numerous and come 
from a variety of sources: PCBs, dioxins and furans, 
organochloric pesticides (from the DDT complex), 



fungicides, pthalates, bisphenol-A (often used in the 
manufacture of polymers, dental sealants, colouring 
agents, fire-retardant agents, and rigid plastic food 
and water containers), etc.These effects are 
commonly linked to fertility problems as 
spontaneous abortions and neo-natal mortality, male 
congenital malformations, lower sperm counts and 
quality of sperm cells, testicular cancer, early 
puberty, shorter lactation periods for breastfeeding 
mothers.  



• In every study of environmental health, low-income, 
minority, and aboriginal families are singled out for 
being at higher risk. These are the families more 
likely to reside in older buildings contaminated by 
lead, asbestos, pesticides, or situated near highways 
or factories which are more heavily polluted areas. 
Poor nutrition also increases vulnerability to 
contaminants. Inuit mothers have higher levels of 
breast milk contamination than women in other 
regions. 



• It is estimated that approximately four million people 
in Canada suffer from environmental 
hypersensitivity, also called Multiple Chemical 
Sensitivity, which renders them sensitive to 
commonly-found substances of everyday life  
sensitivity reactions can be triggered by scented 
products, cleaning products, laundry detergents, 
paints, petrochemicals, cigarette smoke, pesticides, 
pets, plants, fuels, electromagnetic radiation, moulds 
and foods. Productive people may suddenly or 
gradually become unable to tolerate offices, homes, 
schools, hospitals and public places (see also What 
about at home?). 



The impact of families on the environment: 
Environmental impacts of lifestyles related 
to essential family needs: food, housing, 
and transportation.  



• Today’s Canadian families acquire their food 
supplies mainly through a system of mass 
distribution (supermarkets) controlled by a few large 
corporations (Canadian or not) who import a share of 
their products from around the world. The negative 
effects of the industrialization are: dependence on 
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chemical means to manage crops; huge increase in 
long distance transportation of goods and 
merchandise, principally via road and air; 
individuals’ and society’s loss of control over a part 
of the food supply, which the multinationals and 
industry “giants” now dominate to a great extent; 
direct effect on biodiversity and human rights 



• impact of housing on the environment: construction 
and renovation. the increased consumption of raw 
building materials is directly linked to over-exploited 
forests which are hugely problematic in Canada. We 
must take into account the use of polluting and toxic 
components found in certain varnishes, glues, 
floating floors, and pressed wood products, as well 
as the waste generated by renovation and 
construction. Waste from residential construction 
sites represents approximately 12% of all annual 
waste, even though a significant portion of this 
material is re-usable. Space consumption related to 
urban sprawl and the construction of new 
developments consisting of single-family dwellings is 
also a serious issue. The energy consumption of 
dwellings accounts for 20% of total energy 
consumption in Canada, including widespread and 
preventable energy waste due to faulty building 
insulation, low-efficiency appliances and poor 
consumer habits 



• Urban planning over the last thirty years has clearly 
fostered the use of motor vehicles. In 2006, 83% of 
Canadian families owned or rented at least one 
vehicle, at a great cost to consumers and to society. 
Cars and light trucks are responsible for 50% of GGEs 
(2001data), which continue to climb in Canada. In the 
context of rising social and healthcare costs, it is 
important to remember that, while numerous studies 
demonstrate that public transit is much more energy-
efficient than the family car, families say that the lack 
of public transit infrastructures and services in the 
suburbs is the main reason why they must own one 
or more cars. 



• More waste is a consequence of economic growth: 
retail sales and waste production go hand in hand. In 
2004, Canadian homes generated 13.4 million tonnes 
of waste, or 418 kg per person; almost three quarters 
of this waste went directly to landfills while the 
remainder was recycled. 



• Theoretically, 85% of domestic waste can be recycled, 
re-used, or composted. The proportion of recycled 
waste in relation to total waste production is still only 
27%. Municipalities and families seem, however, to 
have made some progress: overall, Canadians’ access 



to recycling programs for glass, paper, plastic, and 
metal has increased between 1994 and 2006. Over the 
same period, Canadian families’ participation in 
these programs has also increased: currently, 97% of 
Canadians participate in a recycling program when 
they have access to it (see also If every Canadian 
Household…). 



•  Families do contribute, especially as consumers, to 
dire environmental problems. But it should also be 
remembered that families are largely dependent on 
situations that result from the policies and decisions 
of local, provincial, and national governments, and of 
industry and the global market. In this context, what 
are the choices and responsibilities that families can 
truly exercise? 



Concrete Actions: responsibility of the 
families, of the community, of public 
policies 



• How can environmental awareness arise in families, 
and how does this awareness translate into action? 
Are the moral values that lead to quality 
relationships in human society, similar in nature to 
the values that encourage sensitivity to the 
environment and a more sustainable society? 
Sensitivity to the environment has points in common 
with empathy, and contains elements of moral 
judgement compatible with a sense of responsibility.  



• Within the meaning of sustainable development, it is 
useful to remember the notion of inheritance: current 
generations have the moral duty to protect natural 
resources in the interest of future generations. “We 
do not posses the Earth, we borrow it from our 
children,” says the well-known Amerindian proverb. 
If there is a place in society where the notion of 
heritage, of inheritance, can acquire meaning and 
resonance, it is the family. 



• Families are faced with a huge new challenge: 
understanding environmental problems, and deciding 
what to do about them. 



• Canadian families are key consumers and economic 
players, and businesses do in fact adjust to their 
clients’ demands when these demands are clearly 
expressed. For example, between 1998 and 2003, the 
sale value of fair-trade coffee multiplied by 29 in 
Canada, which translates as almost 20 million 
Canadian dollars in 2003 alone. This was due in great 
part to consumer awareness-raising campaigns 
conducted by NGOs like OXFAM, Équiterre, and 
others. 
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• Families cannot carry the full burden of correcting 
decades of total market economy development. They 
need the support of progressive public policies, not 
only to obtain more information, but also to obtain 
incentives to access alternative products and services. 
In this context, many other actors share the 
responsibility for environmental protection and 
sustainable development. 



• Government Policies. Ex. : Develop, manage, and 
enforce certification procedures that identify, on 
commercial labels, products that originate from 
sustainable practices (organic growing certification, 
FSC for wood products, or SeaChoice for fish 
products), or that are capable of excellent energy 
performance. This would greatly facilitate 
ecoresponsible purchases for families. 



• Local Policies. Ex.: Elaborating and defining a plan 
for urban development that is sustainable and 
inclusive by facilitating the participation, 
consultation, and awareness of local residents; 
Offering a well-developed public transit network that 
is accessible to everyone; Implementing urban zoning 
and urban renewal projects that counteract sprawl 
and help curtail the use of motor vehicles, and 
revitalizing people-oriented neighbourhoods that 
provide numerous local services. 



• NGOs, Professional Associations, and Labour 
Unions: Consumer associations that advocate 
responsible consumption, environmental protection, 
fairness and health, and certain labour unions and 
family associations are playing a key role in 
informing the public, in the research and 
development of solutions to environmental 
problems, and in the development of environmental 
policies. They are often good “rallying points” for 
families. 



The Role of Businesses: Some businesses and 
professional groups are making significant 
contributions to sustainable development by devising 
ecologically sound techniques and materials that 
promote recycling and energy efficiency. Others 
contribute to the implementation of environmental 
certification, such as the FSC standard for wood 
products certification, LEED for building 
certification, and others for organic agricultural 
standards. Large and medium businesses monitor 
their sustainable development programs through 
follow-up and results evaluation protocols. 



The Vanier Institute of the Family, established 
in 1965 under the patronage of Their 
Excellencies Governor-General Georges P. 
Vanier and Madame Pauline Vanier, is a 
national, charitable organization dedicated to 
promoting the well-being of Canadian families. 
It is governed by a volunteer board with 
regional representation from across Canada.
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“If Every Canadian Household …
…replaced one standard 60-watt incandescent light bulb with a 20-watt com-
pact fluorescent light bulb, we could prevent 400,000 tonnes of greenhouse gases
entering the atmosphere (same as removing 66,000 cars from the road) and save
$73-million a year in energy costs.”
(Source: http://www.ec.gc.ca/cleanair-airpur/Taking_Action/Individuals/Compiled_List
_of_Quick_Facts-WS2309FEF9-1_En.htm).


Most of us are aware that our individual actions and household practices have an im-
pact on the environment. Whether it’s our water and energy consumption, the kinds
of products we purchase and how we dispose of them, our use of recycling programs,
or the transportation decisions we make, the daily activities of Canada’s 12.6 million
households are a significant part of the green equation.
To monitor house-
hold activities and
their impact on the
environment, Statis-
tics Canada under-
took the Households
and Environment
Survey (HES). The
HES also helps us
understand how
household and envi-
ronmental behav-
iours may differ in
relation to other
characteristics such
as education, in-
come, type of
dwelling, number of
people in the house-
hold, place of resi-
dence, and so on.
This is important in-
formation to con-
sider as we seek new
and effective ways to promote and support environmental objectives.
As an illustration, higher income households are more likely to use water-saving show-
erheads and toilets, compact fluorescent light bulbs and programmable thermostats. On
the other hand, higher income households are also more likely to use chemical fertil-
izers and pesticides. In contrast, access to and use of community or municipal recy-
cling programs is very common among all income groups.


Household Environmental Practices,
by Income Level, 2006


Household practice
Less than
$50,000


$50,000 -
$79,999


$80,000
or more


Use water-saving showerhead1 53% 60% 66%


Use water saving toilet1 30% 39% 46%


Has programmable thermostat2 29% 41% 55%


Use compact fluorescent light bulb(s)1 49% 61% 68%


Use chemical fertilizer3 22% 32% 42%


Use pesticide3 20% 30% 40%


With access to recycling program1 90% 96% 98%


Use recycling program4 96% 97% 97%


1 As a percent of all households
2 As a percent of households with a thermostat
3 As a percent of households with a lawn or garden
4 As a percent of households with access to a recycling program


Source: Prepared by the Vanier Institute of the Family using Statistics Canada’s Households
and the Environment Survey, 2006, public use microdata file.


Source: The Vanier Institute of the Family, Transition Magazine Spring 2008
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chemical means to manage crops; huge increase in 
long distance transportation of goods and 
merchandise, principally via road and air; 
individuals’ and society’s loss of control over a part 
of the food supply, which the multinationals and 
industry “giants” now dominate to a great extent; 
direct effect on biodiversity and human rights 



• impact of housing on the environment: construction 
and renovation. the increased consumption of raw 
building materials is directly linked to over-exploited 
forests which are hugely problematic in Canada. We 
must take into account the use of polluting and toxic 
components found in certain varnishes, glues, 
floating floors, and pressed wood products, as well 
as the waste generated by renovation and 
construction. Waste from residential construction 
sites represents approximately 12% of all annual 
waste, even though a significant portion of this 
material is re-usable. Space consumption related to 
urban sprawl and the construction of new 
developments consisting of single-family dwellings is 
also a serious issue. The energy consumption of 
dwellings accounts for 20% of total energy 
consumption in Canada, including widespread and 
preventable energy waste due to faulty building 
insulation, low-efficiency appliances and poor 
consumer habits 



• Urban planning over the last thirty years has clearly 
fostered the use of motor vehicles. In 2006, 83% of 
Canadian families owned or rented at least one 
vehicle, at a great cost to consumers and to society. 
Cars and light trucks are responsible for 50% of GGEs 
(2001data), which continue to climb in Canada. In the 
context of rising social and healthcare costs, it is 
important to remember that, while numerous studies 
demonstrate that public transit is much more energy-
efficient than the family car, families say that the lack 
of public transit infrastructures and services in the 
suburbs is the main reason why they must own one 
or more cars. 



• More waste is a consequence of economic growth: 
retail sales and waste production go hand in hand. In 
2004, Canadian homes generated 13.4 million tonnes 
of waste, or 418 kg per person; almost three quarters 
of this waste went directly to landfills while the 
remainder was recycled. 



• Theoretically, 85% of domestic waste can be recycled, 
re-used, or composted. The proportion of recycled 
waste in relation to total waste production is still only 
27%. Municipalities and families seem, however, to 
have made some progress: overall, Canadians’ access 



to recycling programs for glass, paper, plastic, and 
metal has increased between 1994 and 2006. Over the 
same period, Canadian families’ participation in 
these programs has also increased: currently, 97% of 
Canadians participate in a recycling program when 
they have access to it (see also If every Canadian 
Household…). 



•  Families do contribute, especially as consumers, to 
dire environmental problems. But it should also be 
remembered that families are largely dependent on 
situations that result from the policies and decisions 
of local, provincial, and national governments, and of 
industry and the global market. In this context, what 
are the choices and responsibilities that families can 
truly exercise? 



Concrete Actions: responsibility of the 
families, of the community, of public 
policies 



• How can environmental awareness arise in families, 
and how does this awareness translate into action? 
Are the moral values that lead to quality 
relationships in human society, similar in nature to 
the values that encourage sensitivity to the 
environment and a more sustainable society? 
Sensitivity to the environment has points in common 
with empathy, and contains elements of moral 
judgement compatible with a sense of responsibility.  



• Within the meaning of sustainable development, it is 
useful to remember the notion of inheritance: current 
generations have the moral duty to protect natural 
resources in the interest of future generations. “We 
do not posses the Earth, we borrow it from our 
children,” says the well-known Amerindian proverb. 
If there is a place in society where the notion of 
heritage, of inheritance, can acquire meaning and 
resonance, it is the family. 



• Families are faced with a huge new challenge: 
understanding environmental problems, and deciding 
what to do about them. 



• Canadian families are key consumers and economic 
players, and businesses do in fact adjust to their 
clients’ demands when these demands are clearly 
expressed. For example, between 1998 and 2003, the 
sale value of fair-trade coffee multiplied by 29 in 
Canada, which translates as almost 20 million 
Canadian dollars in 2003 alone. This was due in great 
part to consumer awareness-raising campaigns 
conducted by NGOs like OXFAM, Équiterre, and 
others. 
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• Families cannot carry the full burden of correcting 
decades of total market economy development. They 
need the support of progressive public policies, not 
only to obtain more information, but also to obtain 
incentives to access alternative products and services. 
In this context, many other actors share the 
responsibility for environmental protection and 
sustainable development. 



• Government Policies. Ex. : Develop, manage, and 
enforce certification procedures that identify, on 
commercial labels, products that originate from 
sustainable practices (organic growing certification, 
FSC for wood products, or SeaChoice for fish 
products), or that are capable of excellent energy 
performance. This would greatly facilitate 
ecoresponsible purchases for families. 



• Local Policies. Ex.: Elaborating and defining a plan 
for urban development that is sustainable and 
inclusive by facilitating the participation, 
consultation, and awareness of local residents; 
Offering a well-developed public transit network that 
is accessible to everyone; Implementing urban zoning 
and urban renewal projects that counteract sprawl 
and help curtail the use of motor vehicles, and 
revitalizing people-oriented neighbourhoods that 
provide numerous local services. 



• NGOs, Professional Associations, and Labour 
Unions: Consumer associations that advocate 
responsible consumption, environmental protection, 
fairness and health, and certain labour unions and 
family associations are playing a key role in 
informing the public, in the research and 
development of solutions to environmental 
problems, and in the development of environmental 
policies. They are often good “rallying points” for 
families. 



The Role of Businesses: Some businesses and 
professional groups are making significant 
contributions to sustainable development by devising 
ecologically sound techniques and materials that 
promote recycling and energy efficiency. Others 
contribute to the implementation of environmental 
certification, such as the FSC standard for wood 
products certification, LEED for building 
certification, and others for organic agricultural 
standards. Large and medium businesses monitor 
their sustainable development programs through 
follow-up and results evaluation protocols. 



The Vanier Institute of the Family, established 
in 1965 under the patronage of Their 
Excellencies Governor-General Georges P. 
Vanier and Madame Pauline Vanier, is a 
national, charitable organization dedicated to 
promoting the well-being of Canadian families. 
It is governed by a volunteer board with 
regional representation from across Canada.
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Toxic Trespass
by Barri Cohen


Any honest story-teller will admit that every story contains the seeds of autobiography. And
in making Toxic Trespass, a documentary on children’s health and the environment, this was
certainly true.
My passion to make the film sprang from the wish to protect my child. Take an umbrella. Wear
a sweater. Don’t talk to strangers. All precautionary measures we take every day. But I was
troubled that, despite all the rhetoric, Canadian health and regulatory bodies were not doing
their job of helping parents to keep children from harm.
To begin, my daughter and I had our blood tested for toxicity, courtesy of Environmental De-
fence, a non-profit research and advocacy group. My daughter’s blood was contaminated by
some 24 known and suspected toxins, some of which have been banned for decades. The film
reveals that my daughter’s ‘body burden’ is typical of other children’s results – exposure to
harmful neurotoxins, suspected and known endocrine disruptors, and known and suspected
carcinogens.
Are these chemicals present in
safe levels? And there’s the rub:
there is no known ‘safe’ level,
and no one knows how to ef-
fectively research their cumula-
tive impact. I expose this
knowledge gap, a gap that has
allowed an appalling compla-
cency and policy vacuum that
should have any parent boiling
mad.
I chose to film through stories
about parents who had asked tough questions and were angered into activism. In Windsor, I
filmed a mother whose young daughter barely survived a rare form of leukemia linked to sol-
vents prevalent in many industrial cities. In Sarnia, an intense concentration of petrochemical
plants has forced the Aamjiwnaang First Nation, whose reserve sits in the heart of chemical val-
ley, to question why the ratio of boy to girl births is alarmingly out of whack, with fewer and
fewer boys.
No one was answering their questions. But the glimmers of answers do begin to flow when the
pressure from parents and the demands for accountability are relentless.
As if parents don’t have enough on their plates.


Barri Cohen is a Toronto writer, editor and filmmaker. Her work includes an acclaimed and award-
winning documentary series for television focusing on social justice issues, health and the environ-
ment. She is the author of the film Toxic Trespass that reveals the links between industrial chemicals,
environmental degradation and childhood illnesses. Co-produced by the National Film Board of
Canada, the film is available for public screening. For more information contact toxic
trespass@nfb.ca


Source: The Vanier Institute of the Family, Transition Magazine Spring 2008
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FAMILIES AND ENVIRONMENT: 
UNDERSTANDING, CULTIVATING AND CELEBRATING THEIR LINKS 



by Barbara Vogt



This article is a first step in exploring the relationship 



between families and the environment. Although 



families are in constant interaction with the environment 



in the course of their daily activities, this relationship is 



rarely discussed 



HIGHLIGHTS 



Environmental impacts on families: 
contaminants and human health 



• It is estimated that each year, close to 6000 Canadians 
are victims of acute intoxication due to pesticides. By 
analysing data that links air pollution and mortality 
in eight major Canadian cities, Health Canada 
concluded that in these cities, approximately 
5900 deaths per year are caused by air pollution. 



• The place, role, and occupation of individuals within 
the family unit have a direct impact on their exposure 
to contaminants. A mother who stays mainly at home 
is at a greater risk of exposure to toxic substances 
transmitted through interior air and cleaning 
products. In addition, because of more frequent 
contact, women are at greater risk of exposure to 
contaminants through cosmetics, personal care 
products, and cleaning products. 



• From the earliest stages of development in the womb 
to the end of their growing years, it is children who 
are the most vulnerable to environmental pollution. 
Several factors account for this greater vulnerability 
to toxic substances. Exposure to lead, mercury, and 
PCBs during pregnancy is known to affect the 
developing brain. It is also suspected that exposure to 
low levels of several neurotoxicants contribute to 
learning disabilities, autism, and hyperactivity with 
attention deficit (see also Toxic Trespass).  



•  The phenomenon of substances that act as endocrine 
disruptors is complex and extremely disturbing 
because these substances are numerous and come 
from a variety of sources: PCBs, dioxins and furans, 
organochloric pesticides (from the DDT complex), 



fungicides, pthalates, bisphenol-A (often used in the 
manufacture of polymers, dental sealants, colouring 
agents, fire-retardant agents, and rigid plastic food 
and water containers), etc.These effects are 
commonly linked to fertility problems as 
spontaneous abortions and neo-natal mortality, male 
congenital malformations, lower sperm counts and 
quality of sperm cells, testicular cancer, early 
puberty, shorter lactation periods for breastfeeding 
mothers.  



• In every study of environmental health, low-income, 
minority, and aboriginal families are singled out for 
being at higher risk. These are the families more 
likely to reside in older buildings contaminated by 
lead, asbestos, pesticides, or situated near highways 
or factories which are more heavily polluted areas. 
Poor nutrition also increases vulnerability to 
contaminants. Inuit mothers have higher levels of 
breast milk contamination than women in other 
regions. 



• It is estimated that approximately four million people 
in Canada suffer from environmental 
hypersensitivity, also called Multiple Chemical 
Sensitivity, which renders them sensitive to 
commonly-found substances of everyday life  
sensitivity reactions can be triggered by scented 
products, cleaning products, laundry detergents, 
paints, petrochemicals, cigarette smoke, pesticides, 
pets, plants, fuels, electromagnetic radiation, moulds 
and foods. Productive people may suddenly or 
gradually become unable to tolerate offices, homes, 
schools, hospitals and public places (see also What 
about at home?). 



The impact of families on the environment: 
Environmental impacts of lifestyles related 
to essential family needs: food, housing, 
and transportation.  



• Today’s Canadian families acquire their food 
supplies mainly through a system of mass 
distribution (supermarkets) controlled by a few large 
corporations (Canadian or not) who import a share of 
their products from around the world. The negative 
effects of the industrialization are: dependence on 
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chemical means to manage crops; huge increase in 
long distance transportation of goods and 
merchandise, principally via road and air; 
individuals’ and society’s loss of control over a part 
of the food supply, which the multinationals and 
industry “giants” now dominate to a great extent; 
direct effect on biodiversity and human rights 



• impact of housing on the environment: construction 
and renovation. the increased consumption of raw 
building materials is directly linked to over-exploited 
forests which are hugely problematic in Canada. We 
must take into account the use of polluting and toxic 
components found in certain varnishes, glues, 
floating floors, and pressed wood products, as well 
as the waste generated by renovation and 
construction. Waste from residential construction 
sites represents approximately 12% of all annual 
waste, even though a significant portion of this 
material is re-usable. Space consumption related to 
urban sprawl and the construction of new 
developments consisting of single-family dwellings is 
also a serious issue. The energy consumption of 
dwellings accounts for 20% of total energy 
consumption in Canada, including widespread and 
preventable energy waste due to faulty building 
insulation, low-efficiency appliances and poor 
consumer habits 



• Urban planning over the last thirty years has clearly 
fostered the use of motor vehicles. In 2006, 83% of 
Canadian families owned or rented at least one 
vehicle, at a great cost to consumers and to society. 
Cars and light trucks are responsible for 50% of GGEs 
(2001data), which continue to climb in Canada. In the 
context of rising social and healthcare costs, it is 
important to remember that, while numerous studies 
demonstrate that public transit is much more energy-
efficient than the family car, families say that the lack 
of public transit infrastructures and services in the 
suburbs is the main reason why they must own one 
or more cars. 



• More waste is a consequence of economic growth: 
retail sales and waste production go hand in hand. In 
2004, Canadian homes generated 13.4 million tonnes 
of waste, or 418 kg per person; almost three quarters 
of this waste went directly to landfills while the 
remainder was recycled. 



• Theoretically, 85% of domestic waste can be recycled, 
re-used, or composted. The proportion of recycled 
waste in relation to total waste production is still only 
27%. Municipalities and families seem, however, to 
have made some progress: overall, Canadians’ access 



to recycling programs for glass, paper, plastic, and 
metal has increased between 1994 and 2006. Over the 
same period, Canadian families’ participation in 
these programs has also increased: currently, 97% of 
Canadians participate in a recycling program when 
they have access to it (see also If every Canadian 
Household…). 



•  Families do contribute, especially as consumers, to 
dire environmental problems. But it should also be 
remembered that families are largely dependent on 
situations that result from the policies and decisions 
of local, provincial, and national governments, and of 
industry and the global market. In this context, what 
are the choices and responsibilities that families can 
truly exercise? 



Concrete Actions: responsibility of the 
families, of the community, of public 
policies 



• How can environmental awareness arise in families, 
and how does this awareness translate into action? 
Are the moral values that lead to quality 
relationships in human society, similar in nature to 
the values that encourage sensitivity to the 
environment and a more sustainable society? 
Sensitivity to the environment has points in common 
with empathy, and contains elements of moral 
judgement compatible with a sense of responsibility.  



• Within the meaning of sustainable development, it is 
useful to remember the notion of inheritance: current 
generations have the moral duty to protect natural 
resources in the interest of future generations. “We 
do not posses the Earth, we borrow it from our 
children,” says the well-known Amerindian proverb. 
If there is a place in society where the notion of 
heritage, of inheritance, can acquire meaning and 
resonance, it is the family. 



• Families are faced with a huge new challenge: 
understanding environmental problems, and deciding 
what to do about them. 



• Canadian families are key consumers and economic 
players, and businesses do in fact adjust to their 
clients’ demands when these demands are clearly 
expressed. For example, between 1998 and 2003, the 
sale value of fair-trade coffee multiplied by 29 in 
Canada, which translates as almost 20 million 
Canadian dollars in 2003 alone. This was due in great 
part to consumer awareness-raising campaigns 
conducted by NGOs like OXFAM, Équiterre, and 
others. 
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• Families cannot carry the full burden of correcting 
decades of total market economy development. They 
need the support of progressive public policies, not 
only to obtain more information, but also to obtain 
incentives to access alternative products and services. 
In this context, many other actors share the 
responsibility for environmental protection and 
sustainable development. 



• Government Policies. Ex. : Develop, manage, and 
enforce certification procedures that identify, on 
commercial labels, products that originate from 
sustainable practices (organic growing certification, 
FSC for wood products, or SeaChoice for fish 
products), or that are capable of excellent energy 
performance. This would greatly facilitate 
ecoresponsible purchases for families. 



• Local Policies. Ex.: Elaborating and defining a plan 
for urban development that is sustainable and 
inclusive by facilitating the participation, 
consultation, and awareness of local residents; 
Offering a well-developed public transit network that 
is accessible to everyone; Implementing urban zoning 
and urban renewal projects that counteract sprawl 
and help curtail the use of motor vehicles, and 
revitalizing people-oriented neighbourhoods that 
provide numerous local services. 



• NGOs, Professional Associations, and Labour 
Unions: Consumer associations that advocate 
responsible consumption, environmental protection, 
fairness and health, and certain labour unions and 
family associations are playing a key role in 
informing the public, in the research and 
development of solutions to environmental 
problems, and in the development of environmental 
policies. They are often good “rallying points” for 
families. 



The Role of Businesses: Some businesses and 
professional groups are making significant 
contributions to sustainable development by devising 
ecologically sound techniques and materials that 
promote recycling and energy efficiency. Others 
contribute to the implementation of environmental 
certification, such as the FSC standard for wood 
products certification, LEED for building 
certification, and others for organic agricultural 
standards. Large and medium businesses monitor 
their sustainable development programs through 
follow-up and results evaluation protocols. 



The Vanier Institute of the Family, established 
in 1965 under the patronage of Their 
Excellencies Governor-General Georges P. 
Vanier and Madame Pauline Vanier, is a 
national, charitable organization dedicated to 
promoting the well-being of Canadian families. 
It is governed by a volunteer board with 
regional representation from across Canada.
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