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• Public interest law organization, 
funded by Legal Aid Ontario

• Founded in 1970

• Core mandate is to provide 
access to justice, use and 
improve laws that protect 
human health and the 
environment 

• Northern Services launched in 
Sept 2018
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An Introduction to CELA
History and Overview 



1. The concept of 
environmental justice - its 
history and examples  

2. Getting involved –
citizen environmental rights

______________________
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Outline
Goal’s for Today’s Class
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Part 1

An Introduction to Environmental 

Justice 



What does “environment” 
mean to you?

What is “justice”?
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1.Environmental 

Justice
Meanings



“vulnerable population” 

people who are infants, children, or adolescents; women, 
including pregnant women; seniors; Indigenous peoples; 
individuals with a pre-existing medical condition; workers that 
work with a toxic substance; or by reason of their income; race; 
colour; gender; national origin; or geographic location, are 
subject to a disproportionate potential for exposure to, or 
potential for disproportionate adverse effects from exposure to, 
a substance, including a toxic substance, a priority toxic 
substance, or a substance of very high concern 
Source: https://www.cela.ca/proposed-ammendments-CEPA
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1. Environmental Justice
Meanings

https://www.cela.ca/proposed-ammendments-CEPA


• Justice as equitable distribution (fair share)
• All members of society have a fair share of available benefits 

and resources → Fairness in the  distribution of 
environmental benefits and burdens

• Justice as procedure (fair play)
• Decisions are made and implemented according to fair and 

transparent processes→ Fairness in the processes that 
determine distributions of environmental benefits and 
burdens 
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1. Environmental Justice
Meanings



“environmental justice principle”

means fair treatment and 
meaningful involvement of all 
people, including a vulnerable 
population, in respect of 
environmental and human health 
hazards associated with toxic 
substances, or substances of very 
high concern, in Canada

Source: http://www.cela.ca/publications/links-toolkit
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1. Environmental Justice
Meanings

http://www.cela.ca/publications/links-toolkit


• Exposed community did not generate the harm

• Exposed community receives marginal/no benefit

• Exposed community bears environmental/health burden
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1. Environmental (In)justice
Disproportionate burden



• Well-established body of evidence showing that 
environmental burdens are disproportionately borne by 
more disadvantaged groups (involving the intersections 
of race, class, gender and age) 

• It is a social movement that demands fair distribution of 
environmental benefits and burdens and which seeks to 
amplify the voices of marginalized groups
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1. Environmental Justice
More than a just a definition
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1. Environmental Justice
Human-environment relationships

Environmental justice is also a lens into human-environment 
relationships that asks: 

• Why are some groups burdened with pollution or 
environmental risks more than other groups?

• How do these issues affect people’s everyday lives? 

• What are the actions that can be taken to address the 
problem? 
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• Over 700,000 Ontario households have gross household 
incomes at or below the low-income cut off
• Over 450,000 renter households (mostly multi-storey buildings)
• Over 250,000 homeowner households (single family, or semi-

detached homes)

• Low-income households are disproportionately:
• Single mothers
• New immigrants
• Racialized communities
• Disabled
• Seniors

Source: Low-income Energy Network Toolkit 

Example 1. Access to Healthy Housing 
Low-income households in Ontario

http://www.lowincomeenergy.ca/assets/sitedocs/2013/02/LIEN-energy-poverty-manual_Jan-2013.pdf


• Unfit conditions in housing 

disproportionately experienced by 

people living in low income or 

marginalized circumstances

• 13.8% of the Ontario’s population 

live less than $38,920 per year)

• Ontario’s housing stock is aging

• 27.7% of occupied private dwellings 

built prior to 1960
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Example 1. Access to Healthy Housing 
Low-income households in Ontario



UN Declaration of Human Rights 
Article 25.

(1) Everyone has the right to a standard of living adequate for 
the health and well-being of himself and of his family, 
including food, clothing, housing and medical care and 
necessary social services, and the right to security in the event 
of unemployment, sickness, disability, widowhood, old age or 
other lack of livelihood in circumstances beyond his control.
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Example 1. Access to Healthy Housing
Right to Healthy Housing 



• Mould, dampness: asthma, respiratory symptoms 

• Lead: reduced IQ, attention and behavioural effects

• Pests: physical discomfort (e.g., bites), stress, infectious 
disease and allergens

• Pesticides: neurological/developmental effects, poisonings, 
cancer risk

• Radon: lung cancer

• VOCs in reno and cleaning products: acute symptoms (e.g., 
eye irritation, headaches); exacerbation of asthma, multiple 
chemical sensitivities (MCS)
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Example 1. Access to Healthy Housing 
Housing-related House Risks



https://rentsafe.ca/ 16

Example 1. Access to Healthy Housing 
Advocacy and Resources

https://rentsafe.ca/


https://rentsafe.ca/ 17

Example 1. Access to Healthy Housing 
Advocacy and Resources

https://rentsafe.ca/
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Example 2. Access to Affordable Energy
Energy Poverty

• “Energy poverty” 
disproportionate burden of 
electricity, natural gas and other 
utility costs on low-income 
households which reduce the 
funds available for food, 
clothing, medicine and other 
basic necessities. Inability to pay 
utilities can lead to 
homelessness.
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• Housing-related costs including 
utilities should not consume more 
than 30% of household income. If 
costs exceed this threshold, a 
household is experiencing 
“excessive shelter burden”

• Low-income consumers should 
not pay more than 6% of total 
household income on energy.

Example 2. Access to Affordable Energy
Energy Poverty (cont’d)
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• Low-income and vulnerable communities are least 
responsible for climate change, yet most impacted

• Need to design policy to address unfairness

• California legislated requirement to use ~35 % of revenues 
raised by cap-and-trade on low-income communities

• Ontario’s ‘Environment Plan’ fails to mention vulnerable 
communities

Example 3. Climate Change
Social Dimensions and Equity 



21

• Human health  - spread of pathogens, 
insects

• Altered biota - changes in crop types and 
yields, prices, changes in harvesting wild 
foods

• Employment impacts such as farming and 
forestry

• Tourism impacts - changes in tourism, 
waterfronts, guiding jobs

• Boreal forest fire risks
• Water health - Risks to quality and quantity 

of water supplies

Example 3. Climate Change
Social, Economic and Environmental Vulnerabilities
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Part 2

Citizen Environmental Rights 



• Passed in 1993, the EBR
recognizes that people of 
Ontario have the right to 
participate in government 
decisions related to the 
environment

• This right to participate is for 
“environmentally significant” 
decisions and proposals
• Instruments = permits, licenses 

and other approval

• Policies = Acts, regulations, and 
other policies 
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2. Citizen Environmental Rights
Ontario’s Environmental Bill of Rights 
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2. Citizen Environmental Rights
Ontario’s Environmental Bill of Rights 

Preamble
The people of Ontario recognize the inherent value of the natural 
environment.

The people of Ontario have a right to a healthful environment.
The people of Ontario have as a common goal the protection, 
conservation and restoration of the natural environment for the 
benefit of present and future generations.

While the government has the primary responsibility for achieving 
this goal, the people should have means to ensure that it is achieved 
in an effective, timely, open and fair manner.
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• Provides notice to public of 
environmentally significant 
decisions

• Provides public opportunity 
to comment on these 
proposals before they are 
approved
• Your comments must be 

considered by the decision 
maker before he or she 
makes their decision

https://ero.ontario.ca/

2. Citizen Environmental Rights
The Environmental Registry 

https://ero.ontario.ca/
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The Environmental 
Commissioner of Ontario’s 
report “The Environmental 

Bill of Rights: Your 
Environment, Your Rights” 

provides an overview of your 
rights under the EBR and 

examples of how it has been 
used by Ontarians

2. Citizen Environmental Rights
Resources

https://media.assets.eco.on.ca/web/2016/03/EBR-Booklet.pdf

https://media.assets.eco.on.ca/web/2016/03/EBR-Booklet.pdf
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Thank you!

For more information:

http://www.cela.ca

kerrie@cela.ca

mailto:kerrie@cela.ca
https://twitter.com/KerrieApollo



