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Report of ESU Environmental Health Workshop at IISEM 

 

The Environmental Stewardship Unit (ESU) organized an environmental health 

considerations workshop at the International Indigenous Summit on Energy & Mining 

(IISEM) in Niagara Falls from June 26-29, 2011. The three hour workshop, titled “Tools 

and Information for Community Environmental Health Risk Assessments,” was held on 

June 29
th

 from 9:30am to 12:30pm and there were approximately 25 participants. 

 

A primary topic at IISEM was how energy, mining and industrial ventures can present 

significant financial opportunities for First Nation communities, businesses and other 

interests. Yet, development projects may also impact important parts of surrounding 

environments, and for this reason First Nation peoples should consider possible 

interactions between energy and mining developments and environmental health. It is in 

this context that the workshop focused on available tools and information that support 

increased understanding and characterization of potential risks to human health 

associated with the environmental impacts of development.  

 

The workshop revolved around two themes: the different sources of pollution, and the 

risk associated with exposure to pollutants. As such, participants of the workshop were 

given an overview of the key components of human health risk assessments and were 

introduced to information resources and software tools that can help communities explore 

a range of important questions when considering developments, such as what kinds of 

pollutants are emitted by similar projects in North America? What are the nearby sources 

of pollutants? How much pollution is emitted? What do we know about measured levels 

in air, water and food? And, what are the associated health risks?  

 

Presenters included Nancy Gehlen of the Canadian Environmental Assessment Agency 

(CEAA) who gave a brief overview of the environmental assessment process and related 

federal and provincial legislation and regulations. Orlando Cabrera-Rivera of the 

Commission for Environmental Cooperation (CEC) talked about the Taking Stock: North 

American Pollutant Releases and Transfers report and online data search tool which 

communities can use to explore information on pollution from industrial facilities across 

North America. Eleanor Setton of CAREX Canada focused her presentation on 

CAREX’s emissions mapping project and Google Earth software which can be used by 

communities to identify and prioritize activities that will reduce or eliminate exposure to 

pollutants. Lastly, Claire Franklin of The LifeLine Group talked about how her work with 

the U.S. Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) assisted tribal communities in Alaska 

in understanding how to assess whether their source of country food was contaminated by 

mining activities in the region. This multi-year project led to the development of the 

Tribal LifeLine software which can be used to conduct risk assessments for any 

indigenous community in North America.   

 

As a whole, the workshop was received positively. Participants were attentive, questions 

were numerous, and discussions were salient. However, some participants expressed 

concerns that the Canadian environmental assessment process did not sufficiently 
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recognize Aboriginal rights, title and treaties. It was repeatedly affirmed that jurisdiction 

and authority over traditional territories resides with First Nations. For this reason, 

participants were eager to learn about online tools which can help their communities 

develop the capacity to monitor the environmental impacts of proposed developments 

and be used to assist decision making.  

 

In the end, it was clear that two topics warrant further discussion. First, the Canadian 

Environmental Assessment Act is hotly contested by First Nations since in its present 

form it is inconsistent with Treaty rights. As such, ongoing opportunities should be 

provided to discuss this topic in more depth, and it is recommended that a session be 

entirely dedicated to this topic at a future meeting or conference.  

 

Second, a three hour workshop does not provide sufficient time for participants to acquire 

hands-on experience with GIS and Google Earth online tools. Enhancing the capacity of 

First Nations to utilize these tools requires that they are given opportunities to learn how 

to use them in a hands-on manner. For this reason it is recommended that a full day 

workshop be organized in the future. CAREX Canada is presently developing an 

instruction manual for precisely this purpose. 

 

Lastly, it should be noted that the workshop indirectly served to demonstrate some of the 

kinds of services which could be offered through the First Nations Natural Resources 

Institute which the ESU is proposing to develop. The ESU envisions a partnership-based 

Institute that would have a mandate to advance environmentally, socially, culturally and 

economically sustainable First Nations natural resource sectors through research, policy 

development, education, capacity development, industry services, advocacy and support. 

Accordingly, the Institute would provide tools, advice and services, such as 

environmental toxics mapping and decision-making tools, to groups and organizations 

working towards a sustainable natural resource-based industry which recognizes and 

values the leadership and contributions that First Nation peoples have to offer in resource 

management. An Institute would thus be equipped to offer training, knowledge and 

software tools such as those that were showcased by the CEC, CAREX Canada and The 

LifeLine Group. 

 

Further information on workshop presentations is available from:  

 

CAREX Canada 

Tel.: 604-822-0837 

Email: info@carexcanada.ca 

 

The LifeLine Group 

Email: lifelinegroup@thelifelinegroup.org 

 

Commission for Environmental Cooperation (CEC) 

Tel.: 514-350-4300 

Email: info@cec.org 

 


